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 Cultural propaganda promotes an ever-changing feminine ideal which is 
parasitically reliant on women preoccupying themselves—ourselves—with our physical 
aesthetic. For women that identify as fat, most spaces openly neglect or are simply 
intolerant of her and even the stores meant for her are riddled with products meant to 
bind, reshape and essentially change her body. Fat women embody the paradox of being 
both conspicuous and unseen. Within systems, fat women are often silenced by shame, 
bias and discrimination; the unwanted and soiled identity hold us at the margins and 
serving as a barrier to effectively connect with others and practice leadership. In fact, 
these barriers, can result in recreating oppressive systems, uncomfortable environments 
and circumstances which continue to marginalize and discount the existence and value of 
fat women. 
This exploratory action research study allowed collaborators to engage in 
systematic collaborative and critical self-inquiry in an effort to secure congruence, 
continuity and acceptance around fatness. The questions guiding this research were: 1) 
How do I influence my and the collective groups’ meaning making processes? 2) How 
does a woman who identifies as fat construct meaning of who she is? 3) How do a group 
of women who identify as fat construct shared meaning of who we are? 4) How does the 
meaning making impact the overall development of the group? And, do the developments 
of the group influence individual capacity for leadership, and if so in what ways? 
Through the use of individual interviews, social media, video recorded reflection and 
group meetings, collaborators took part in exchanges that allowed each person the ability 
to intentionally participate in her growth and the growth of others.  
 Major findings include that language was instrumental in both indicating and 
influencing consciousness, and sub-culture inclusion can prove insufficient when one is 
seeking dominant culture acceptance. Further, this study suggests that as we modify, 
reframe, understand and reimagine our internal narratives, it cannot help but influence 




Listen to the musn’ts, child 
Listen to the don’ts.  
Listen to the shouldn’ts, the impossibles the won’ts.  
Listen to the never haves,  
Then listen close to me… 
ANYTHING can happen, child.  
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Write hard and clear about what hurts 
~Earnest Hemingway 
Prologue: The Beating Heart of the Work 
It came to me in a dream. It was how I opened the conversation when people 
asked me how I decided to study fat women. Fatness was an identity that was new to me, 
one that “was” but I had not yet done sufficient work to understand, make sense of or 
create meaning for. In fact, the willingness to self-identify as fat was something that was 
new to me and took quite a long time to verbalize despite its obviousness.  However, 
what I found was that when I dared to refer to myself as “fat” it was quickly met with 
objection and discomfort from others. “Don’t call yourself fat, say you’re full-figured,” 
my aunt offered, as if fat was a four-letter word. My dear friend and writing partner who 
had been with me through the journey of pilot studies and preliminary preparation for this 
research said, “I know you identify as ‘fat’ but I have to say I have never thought of you 
as ‘fat’”. It felt strange yet familiar to me. Strange because, to me, I was so clearly large. 
Thighs that bested even the most expensive denim, arms that bullied the seams of every 
blazer lining; my body was not easily overlooked or unseen. Yet it was; and this piece of 
me was invisible and silent for so long even I, the owner and proprietor of this vessel, had 
missed it.  
Familiar, because I had received similar comments about my Blackness when I 
moved into the predominately white suburbs of Atlanta. You’re not really Black. My 
classmates and friends would offer as a backhanded compliment. Their sentiments, like 
that of my writing partners’, elicited the same feeling within me: What was it about these 
identities that made it hard to reconcile with whoever people knew me to be? There was 
an irreconcilable pain that came as the result of being seen as a detached or unaffiliated to 
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pieces of me that I knew to be vibrant and living. Beyond that pain, there was also a deep 
questioning around whether or not I was allowing those pieces of me dubbed either 
implicit or explicitly as undesirable to be showcased. Was I contributing to my own 
invisibility?  Or perhaps another way to look at it, how responsible was I for the 
intentionally distorted curation of the experience of me?  
 Suffice to say, my research began and was intentionally designed to contain an 
element of self-exploration and discovery around the social identity of fatness. Curiosity 
derived from my own lived experiences, I imagined I could offer my process to others as 
willingly as they could offer theirs to me. My work would both contain me and, 
ironically, be so much bigger than me. Together, my research collaborators and I could 
dissect and decide what it all meant; what fatness was and what it meant to us to be fat 
women.  I laid my fatness next to my Blackness and examined how one marginalized and 
divisive identity compared to the other. The paradoxical conspicuous invisibility of 
fatness and Blackness. The abjection or compartmentalization of fatness and Blackness 
from other parts of ones’ identity. The popular culture trends of body positivity and fat 
acceptance and Black pride, #BlackLivesMatter and Black girl magic. I desperately 
wanted and needed to understand how to examine, explore and integrate all of these 
fragments. I was using this milestone to conduct original research as a mutually 
beneficial opportunity to become more whole, more settled, more me. No, I was using 
this opportunity to be seen as more whole, more settled, more me; of those things I 
already was. In exchange, I could and would offer my process and that of my 
collaborators to the academy and larger community—both academic and beyond—as a 
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means to better understand what it means to be a fat woman and what it means to be us as 
individuals and as a collective.  
I was asked very early on by a mentor, “At the end of the day, what do you want 
your dissertation to say about you?” I sat with the question for months without being able 
to properly arrange language around my sentiments.  It was not until I returned to my 
work after stepping away for 8 weeks that I could articulate exactly why this research 
was and is important to me.  At its core, my work is about creating environments that 
foster connection through authenticity, which enable all participants access to his or her 
highest potential.  What it means for me, then, is that when it is completed I want the 
product to be able to speak to my compassion and capacity for love, authenticity and 
acceptance as a human and an actively engaged citizen in a diverse global community.   I 
believe that it is not only possible but preferable to lead through love, acceptance and 
authenticity, and it is with that fundamental intention that I work from.  When I consider 
what this means for me as an individual, I arrive at my guiding principle: Freedom. At 
my core there is a belief and a need to be and exist without restraint. I want that for 
myself and I work to facilitate the creation of relationships and environments that provide 
that for others. What I wanted, selfishly, was the freedom to be fat…and Black…and a 
woman…and an academic…and, and, and on and on into infinity. Reciprocally, I wanted 
others to not only have the same, but in their acceptance of self, be able to accept me as 
my full self.  Marianne Williamson wrote:  
Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we 
are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most 
frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, 
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talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of 
God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing 
enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure 
around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to 
make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of 
us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously 
give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from 
our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others (A Return to 
Love, p. 190-191). 
Always deeply moved and encouraged by her words they left me with the 
lingering question of “how”? In my years spent training to become a professional 
counselor, I learned that “how” questions are meant to educe a response about process 
and/or sequence for an individual or a collective. It became clear to me that my curiosity 
around “process” may present challenges, as many of the experiences I am curious about 
would be difficult to explain, yet so remarkably available as a felt sense and as part of an 
individual’s conscious.  In other words, I could explain the sensation of what I 
experienced, and people could understand me, but there was little- to-no meaning made 
around how; we were only ever able to explicate that we were somewhere before and 
now we were somewhere else, and sometimes even someone else without any idea of 
how to explain how we got there.  Still, I opened myself up to the challenge of insisting 
on “how” and selected a methodology that would best support a multi-dimensional 
construction of the answer.   
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 Further, I was inspired by the work of Viktor Frankl and his development of 
logotherapy. He explains that due to our human freedoms, namely free will, we have the 
ability to choose our attitude over circumstance and that the sincerest acknowledgement 
of meaning is when people face what appears to be a fixed truth or impossible situation 
and based on their attitude they rise above the circumstance and grow beyond themselves 
(Frankl, 1988). I wanted to grow beyond myself. I wanted to take this negative and 
contentious label of fat and infuse it with love, pride, moxie, and fortitude. I wanted to 
both expand and feel my expanse without apology yet with purpose and passion and most 
of all, meaning. It was within my capacity to write a different story about what it meant 
to be fat and a woman and I was setting off on a journey to both learn how and do it, at 
the same time.    
In the pages that follow, I will walk through my process of arrival for two main 
purposes.  The first is to frame my study for the sake of clarity and transparent 
positionality. The second is to provide the readers of this document with the essence of 
my work.  Exposure to the beating heart of my research allows readers to better 
understand my passion and personal investment in the topic at the big-picture level prior 
to exploring it piece by piece as is the format of the traditional dissertation model.  I hope 
that the prologue will allow each chapter serve as a dynamic gaze upon a single jewel. 
Each section representing the perspective point from one facet of that jewel.  Effectively, 
this work explores a lingering question around continuous concurrent development, 
intersectional identity exploration and identifying how individuals navigate both in order 
to connect to one another.
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Chapter 1: Somewhere and Some One 
 
It’s hard to say where a story begins and ends. You have to draw an arbitrary line 
somewhere. Somewhere between perception and reality. Between what is spoken and 
what is heard. Between what is written and what is edited out. I know this, you can’t have 
an ending without a beginning. Even if they are really just random pieces of the middle 
that tend to stand out. Staccato notes on the page. Points on a circle.  
~Thomas Lloyd Qualls 
 I have always housed an insatiable curiosity for processes. I got great joy from 
doing calculus homework and taking up half a page on one equation just to “show my 
work”. I was fascinated by the movement from one thing to the next, transitions, and the 
development of becoming. Though it is grossly over-simplified to assert that only three 
things lead to my embarking on this research, I can certainly narrow the small instances 
into three big events: my participation in Adult Development, embracing the word 
Feminist and accepting myself as fat. It was self-inquiry and reflection about my own 
becoming that made me wonder how my change was affecting those around me and how 
their changes were affecting me.  I dubbed the process continuous concurrent 
development because it happened over and over again—the development of an individual 
and the individuals’ environment—and at the same time.  I did not want to solve the 
riddle of which one preceded the other; I was more inspired by the fact that both 
infinitely and simultaneously existed.  
 Two years prior to beginning the research that would be this dissertation, I 
professed to my chair that I wanted to study group and individual development.  I could 
not discern a specific population, again those came as a result of my own self-reflective 
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process. What I was certain of was that there was a reciprocal relationship between self 
and the groups or systems one was part of; that there was an energetic exchange and in 
some instances developmental lead to transformation. I knew that some groups I was part 
of circulated around stasis or maintaining the status quo and others were about growth 
and transformation; I was interested in the latter. Each of the next three sections will 
detail how I as an individual arrived at the work outlining the “me” contribution 
specifically. The next section will then transition into moving beyond myself and my own 
individual reflection and processing to an invitation for others to begin that work with me 
setting the stage for this study and the “we” element.  Lastly, this chapter will end with 
the purpose of this study and the questions which served as guides during the course of 
data collection and analysis.  
Adult Development 
 I did not know how I had gotten there, nor where I was, I only knew that I was 
somewhere different and was able to travel to this unchartered, unnamed terrain in a 
matter of approximately 17 days.  The words of a classmate echoed through my recent 
reminiscing of the course, “I am thankful for a professor who pushed me and a class that 
held me.” Where had we been pushed, exactly?  Like Alice falling down the rabbit hole, I 
tried desperately to orient myself before resigning to the fact that I was still falling and at 
present, sense-making would be fruitless.  “I feel broken,” I tried explaining to the-
professor-who-pushed.  He would furrow his brow and voice his disdain for that 
particular metaphor.  Unable to satisfactorily articulate my meaning around the word 
“broken” I sent him a picture of a sculpture depicting a woman with cracks throughout 
the entirety of her form which allowed for her light to come pouring out of her.  Or 
  
3 
maybe, I now wonder, the light was pouring into her? Nevertheless, I explained to him 
that the brokenness was not a bad thing, it was a necessary thing that was allowing me 
access to energy in a way I had not experienced before. Repeatedly, I would find 
symbols, photos, metaphors, and art which captured my exact feelings of movement and 
brokenness from the completion of the course, but never was I able to accurately describe 
how I got there.  But there I was, impossibly confused yet irrevocably changed.  
 When I began to talk to people about my experience in the course they would 
respond with similar experiences of their own.  Detailing instances of what John Gottman 
(1995) calls “’sliding door’ moments” after the popular movie of the same name. These 
moments were, at face-value, small and seemingly insignificant, but within them held 
opportunities for either severance or surrender. The thing that each person I talked to and 
I all had in common was that when faced with our own sliding door moment, we 
surrendered. Each of us, in our respective moments, decided to trust that which we could 
not see or touch but felt. What was that intangible thing that allowed us to fall so 
willingly backwards off of our cliffs? How did we know that we would not be destroyed 
as a result of our faith? There was never an explicit promise that we would be okay nor 
was there any indication of immediate pleasure, what was it about this particular 
unknown that was so inviting?  
I knew then that I would have to account for that which is “impossible” to account 
for: the energy in a space. I was positioning myself to somehow capture in essence what 
happened when there was this “push” and “hold” environment. From my studies I was 
aware that change needed a certain degree of agitation or anxiety to catalyze movement; 
and yet change also could not happen to quickly or too drastically causing too much 
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anxiety or else it would be unsustainable or rejected altogether. In my work as a therapist, 
I both studied, and had practical experience with groups working towards change.  I was 
aware, because of my position in groups as a facilitator, that as people “form” “storm” 
“norm” and congeal or collapse, there was an invisible but palpable undercurrent 
available in the environment that ebbed and flowed with the pulse of the group.  This is 
also seen time and time again in popular culture, dystopian movies like Divergent, The 
Hunger Games, The Matrix and Inception; people do not take kindly to drastic change 
but change was connected to the will of the people.  It was like an imperfect recipe that I 
was trying to capture, or a mathematical equation of sorts; only I could not figure out 
how much of each ingredient was quite enough, and of course with each new group, the 
recipe changed.  I kept hoping for some algorithm or calculation to help me make sense 
of my “how” but there seemed to be a lack of information, I only knew my part.  
Eventually, I would acknowledge that the group’s collective intelligence was greater than 
my own, and that if I tasked each participant with articulating at least his or her own 
experience, then perhaps we could find themes and somehow get closer to understanding 
the science of transformative change even and especially given the diversity of a group.  
In order to answer the kind of research question I was proposing, I was going to need 
participants willing to work with me in collaboration and together we would add our own 
individual pieces to create a more collective picture of our experience.  
 Told repeatedly that studying both the individual and the collective 
simultaneously was “ambitious”, I remained adamant that it was the only way I could 
truly understand the movement. “We” are never solely “we”, I pushed back, “I am always 
‘I’ and ‘we’ at the same time on and on for forever, infinitely.” The line had come to 
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sound rehearsed from overuse when explaining what it was I wanted to study. 
Continuous, concurrent development caused immediate eye-glaze and the ever-present 
dissenting opinion that it was close to impossible to accurately capture, hence why it had 
no precedence in the academy. Surely it says something about me as a researcher that I 
would run towards, rather than away from, the posited paradox and complexity of 
exploring development of both the individual and the collective. However, true to the 
nature of my work I hesitate to assign a judgment as to what it means.  
 What I was sure of was that as I looked to understand change through multiple 
lenses at the same time, it would require me to create a space. The most important part of 
that space I knew would be its energy. However, any lay scholar of physics can note that 
energy is neither created nor destroyed, only redistributed or shifted from one form to 
another. My understanding of this notion would serve as the foundation for both my 
research methods as well as the knowing that my “participants” would really be 
collaborators and that as this work was ours to share, the energy of the space was ours to 
manage and our process of energetic exchange would be ours to describe and define.  
Ain’t I A Woman? 
Three things happened, one right after the other: speaking at the women’s 
empowerment retreat for undergraduate students, an invitation to participate in the 
women in higher education leadership summit, and a confrontation from a classmate 
about the alleged “sorority” she felt in our predominately female graduate classes. Each 
of the events lead me to come face-to-face with my own abdication, reflection, and 
acceptance of my woman-ness and eventual identification as a feminist.  I could not make 
sense of why I was being asked to speak to women about my experience of being a 
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woman; this was not my area of research expertise, nor was I particularly passionate 
about being a woman, women’s issues, nor feminism.  While I identify as a woman, the 
identity itself felt insufficient without the qualifier that I am a Black woman.  As such, the 
solicitations for my involvement felt enigmatic enough for me to wonder what exactly 
God was trying to tell me?  
My reasons for never choosing to identify as a feminist before were simple and 
honestly boiled down to my belief that feminism was, in fact, The advocacy of [white] 
women’s rights on the grounds of political social and economic equality to [white] men.  
I did not see myself nor my struggles with being a woman being represented in the face 
of what I understood feminism to be.  Listening to my—mostly white—classmates 
discuss the struggle to find voice and their inability to access power or authority made me 
resentful because I found it so counter to my lived experience as a Black woman who 
both stereotypically and personally were supposed to be strong, invincible, outspoken and 
aggressive forces of nature. However, my reality in a predominately white and more 
specifically predominately white female degree program and graduate school was such 
that I found myself growing increasingly more intolerant and dismissive of white women. 
My growing discomfort presented a great incongruence for me personally as my best 
friend is a white woman and I did not like the feeling of resenting any piece of her.  So I 
dove in, head first, into my mounting disdain for white women and personal association 
with womanness; two things I found to be synonymous.  
In a blog post which would synthesize several conversations I had with my best 
friend, I would explain to her that: Black women cannot cry. We cannot be vulnerable. 
We cannot ask for help, we are the pack mules of society—we just do it, whatever “it” is, 
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without question. Our anger is seemingly inherited like kinky hair, not at all founded in 
the fact that we are only allowed to be sexual, strong, and/or sassy.  She listened and 
countered with her own experiences. She would explain to me, in so many words, that 
[The white woman] is supposed to be docile, attractive, nurturing, agreeable, nervous, 
emotional, and weak. “And what happens when we step out of that ideal,” she posed 
rhetorically, “Then we are useless.  Instantly unattractive, a bitch, a lesbian, a spinster, 
stripped of all desirability and femininity.” In listening to my very best friend in the 
world describe the parameters around her identity as a woman, I realized that those things 
were all the reasons so many Black women, self included, loathed White women; because 
they had access to all the things we were not allowed to ever be.  Yet, in seeing her own 
struggle within the confines of such specific ways of being, I came to understand that 
while our bars looked very different, we were both locked in cages built by patriarchy 
that outlined exactly who we were supposed to be as women.  When I was able to 
understand that when you look past the details and realized that while we resided on 
differing ends of the spectrum, neither of us was any more liberated than the other, I 
found myself at odds.  
Through our conversations my best friend and I exposed our very real fears and 
struggles as women.  I had devoted so much energy into fighting the wrong enemy. My 
enemy was not my best friend, or White women, my new chosen enemy was patriarchy 
and misogyny. Further, as I reflected on how the stories of my friend gave me new 
perspective and insight I grew curious about the stories of other women. For years I 
carried this anger and relentless disdain for the plight of women I thought had more 
freedom than me when really we were birds in different cages. That knowing deeply 
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impressed upon me the power of stories and illustrated a way that vulnerability and 
authenticity could serve as catalysts for transformational change. Not only that, but I now 
felt a responsibility to contribute to the empowerment women—all women, not just Black 
women or women of color—in a very different way than I had before.  
For me, feminism became the freedom to choose. I, and only I, get to choose 
whether I am yielding or rooted, emotional or stoic, sexual or prude, and any variation 
thereof or place in-between. I realized that I could not claim to be a feminist and 
contribute to the stagnation or regression of women as a collective. I could not claim to 
be a feminist and judge other women for making choices about her life, her body or 
sexuality, her career, her children, her money, or her God that differ from my own 
understanding or experiences of either or each. I could not claim to be a feminist and 
degrade women using the same language meant to bind us collectively into an ideal 
whose sole purpose was to cater to, and be in service of men. I could not be a feminist if 
at the very core of my beliefs I did not believe in, support, fight and advocate for the 
freedom of a woman’s choice to define herself FOR herself regardless of the opinions of 
others.  Feminism meant that I was entitled to my choice to be who I am, as I am without 
discrimination or damnation and that I was in support of every woman’s right to freely 
choose.  The feminist goal I would thereby be in pursuit of was the participation in 
creating a world that was not socially, politically, nor economically dependent on my 
oppression, nor the capitalization and exploitation of my insecurities as I came to 
recognize and accept my most authentic self.  My feminism can be summarized in three 




~ by Nayirah Waaji 
I am mine before I am ever anyone else’s. 
~ “In” by Nayirah Waajid 
If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for 
me and eaten alive.  
~ Audre Lorde 
 With my new feminist lens, I began to examine everything I had ever been given 
and somewhat consciously also began to compose a pile of things meant to “return to 
sender”. There are a lot of things given to us in this world that we hold on to as if they 
were valuable never realizing that at any given moment we have the option to give it 
back. For one, the notion that beauty is pain? I chose to return that. The idea that my 
breasts need to be bigger, higher, more or less perky full or prominent? I chose to return 
that, too. Deciding firmly that as a woman being attractive is not the rent we pay for our 
space in this world; I do not and we do not owe our bodies, our comfort, our selves to 
anybody, not one single being. We do not owe the world a smile, we do not owe the 
world our virginity nor our sexual selectivity, we do not owe the world smooth hairless 
legs, a well groomed bikini area, polished toes, shiny nails, red lips, bone straight hair, 
curled lashes, a soft voice, a full bottom, a small waist, a mild manner, goodness, ease nor 
breeze, a shoulder to cry on, a warm embrace, none of it.  I was electing to not just 
examine these ideals and prescriptions of womanness, but also to give a lot of it back, 
choosing instead to redefine who I was and what it meant for me to be a woman. It is 




Fat is a Four Letter Word 
 In her book Committed, Elizabeth Gilbert (2010) explored the historical 
significance of matrimony looking both internally and externally across the globe to 
make meaning of what it meant to be married. Of the bride herself she wrote: 
The desire to feel chosen. A wedding; a public event that will unequivocally 
prove to everyone, especially [herself] that I am precious enough to have been 
selected by somebody forever…What better confirmation of her preciousness 
could she summon than a ceremony in a beautiful church where she could be 
regarded by all in attendance as a princess, a virgin, an angel, a treasure beyond 
rubies? Who could fault her for wanting to know—just once—what that feels 
like? (p. 169) 
Two years ago, thoughts of what it meant to be a bride resonated deeply with Gilbert’s 
own assessment of the bride on her wedding day, however there was one additional 
caveat that was unspoken and yet so present for me.  In all her beauty, glory and 
chosenness, she must not, under any circumstance, be fat.   
 I never would have articulated it so plainly, but my actions and attitudes revealed 
a great distaste for what I described as “fat brides”.  Why brides? Because to me the 
wedding day was the day a woman was supposed to look her absolute best, she was her 
idealized self realized; and ideally no woman wanted to be fat.  That was my assumption, 
and it was supported by the friends of mine who began dieting for their wedding days 
immediately upon receiving their engagement rings. The two beliefs, one that on her 
wedding day a woman was publicly chosen, and the other that this woman should try 
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hard as she might never to be fat, left me with a gaping dissonance. Was I to never be 
chosen because I was, indeed, fat?  
 I could not reconcile the two ideas that I had haphazardly bound with what I 
thought to be the truth. What did it say about me if I believed that I—as I was—was not 
going to be chosen? Further, was it true that my fatness automatically excluded me from 
the opportunity altogether? In my public online diary that I have kept faithfully since 
2008, I wrote about my desire to be “comfortable in my own skin” never outright owning 
that I was aligning comfort with a dress-size, desperate for a feeling of continuity 
between who I felt I was on the inside and what I looked like on the outside.  It has been 
often said that happiness is an inside job, but what I would soon learn is that so is 
comfort, and as a result, beauty.   
 In my pilot research study, and in other fat studies’ research I would find after-
the-fact, I learned about the influence mothers have on our relationship with food our 
bodies and body image. I remember my own mother asking me once why I did not love 
myself, and when I assured her that I did, she responded, “Well if you did you would eat 
better, work out, and you would lose that weight.” It was a rarity for her to comment on 
my weight because largely my mother was mostly a proponent of self-love and self-
acceptance. She gifted each of my sisters and I with a healthy portion of confidence that 
some would say flirted with conceit. And perhaps it was the enigmatic nature of the 
comment that made it stick out so sharply in my memory, but it prodded me far beyond 
the initial conversation. In fact, it was not until this year that I could even come up with 
an appropriate response to her, asserting that no, I do love myself and there is no weight 
associated with that task. Loving myself was, surely, the thing that made the difference 
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for me in being able to objectively examine my own fatness and fatness beyond my skin 
as it existed in society. It was because I better understood who I was, not to be confused 
with who I was expected to be, that I could begin to interrogate the definition of, 
meanings made, and associations with fatness—both my own and others’.  Even though I 
am certain that learning and subsequently accepting who I am lead to my general comfort 
with my whole self, I am most unsure how it happened. It feels as though it were both 
overnight and gradual at the same time, yet I cannot pinpoint a specific epiphany or “a-
ha” moment that began the change.  
My curiosity around “how” speaks again to my desire to be part of my study as 
participant researcher in an action research methodological design. I am not certain it is 
possible to fully capture the process of development and the shift from replicating known 
to emergence from the unknown, but it does not mean that I cannot try.  The effort put 
forth in attempting to understand may be the difference in one person’s shift in 
consciousness awakening them to their untapped potential and limitless influence. Thus, 
it is from this place I commence my work. Positive only that this work is my calling and 
if I have faith enough in the forces which are greater than myself and exist within the 
collective, that I will be a vessel through which beauty may be created. Crying as I write 
because it is the most vulnerable place I have ever written from; here I am most 
susceptible to annihilation and yet certain that here is the place I have crafted for myself 
to be able to withstand any and all anxiety.  It is surely no coincidence that I am here, that 
I have arrived at this time, and come armed with my specific the life experiences. This 
“circle in the sand,” as Rumi calls it, was drawn long ago.  Drs. Getz, Green, and 
Newman were never not going to be here with me to both push and pull toying 
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alternatively with tension, space and support. I am as certain of that as I am of my ability 
to facilitate the creation of the space necessary to evolve our own understanding of 
ourselves, one another, and—for this work—fat women.   
Deciding ultimately that it is not arrogant to assert what it is you know, despite 
how you know it, I am sure that I am ready to begin and that I was never more ready as I 
am right now. My readiness does not mean certainty; I am unsure of what I will find or 
what will be unearthed. I have not read all the necessary works, nor have I combed with 
absolute meticulousness all there is to know about fatness, women, nor leadership. But I 
know enough, I have enough, and often we have to begin before we are entirely ready. 




Background of the Study: Moving Beyond One 
Whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without my consent.  
~Cormac McCarthy 
If the local shopping mall serves as a microcosm of American culture, then what 
the fat woman can gather is that she is limited, and most spaces openly neglect or are 
simply intolerant of her. Even the stores meant “for her” are riddled with products meant 
to bind, constrict, reshape and essentially change her body into something more 
appealing, something more acceptable, something other than what it is. The common 
discourse around fat bodies is a simple one: it is unacceptable and needs to change. 
Current environments that do not validate and affirm the fat woman’s existence 
contribute to underdeveloped self-authorship and agency, self-regulation, and 
interpersonal relationships (Vygotsky, 1961; Kegan, 1982; Baxter Magolda 2004). 
Additionally, what is continually described in fat studies literature is that culturally, there 
is no room for fatness; it is a problem to be solved, an enigma to be figured out, and an 
epidemic to be eradicated—there is no value in fat (Hogan, 2001; Puhl, & Brownell, 
2001; Kulick, & Meneley, 2005; O’Brien, Hunter, Haberstadt, & Anderson, 2007; 
Farrell, 2011; Kwan & Graves, 2013).  So, then, in a context which continually 
communicates these kinds of detrimental ideas, fatness is always silenced and it is 
advantageous for those of us who identify as fat to adopt the dominant discourse and 
agree not to see the utility in a piece of our being. As Le’a Kent articulates, “the fat body 
generally becomes visible only at the margins, if at all, and only when written into a 
pathologizing narrative in which fat is a cause of ill health and a symptom of poor 
behavior,” (2001, p. 134). As a result, fatness is abjected or purged from one’s 
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understanding of self (Kent, 2001; Kristeva, 1982). It is a curious paradox to take up 
more space and yet remain unseen; to have many words for what and who you are—
overweight, obese, morbidly obese, voluptuous, fat, curvy, thick, big-boned—yet have no 
way of voicing your consent or dissent.  Without a clear understanding of what it means 
for women who identify as fat to identify as fat, one may experience difficulty in creating 
space for these women to “show up and be seen” not just within our organizations but 
within society as a whole. Further, if a woman’s fatness can contribute to such ostracizing 
spaces, how is it that she ever develops the capacity to lead?  
What was becoming apparent was the need for a structure that would support a 
sort of innovation or intentional agitation of the status quo.  If the current structures did 
not support the existence of fat women as leaders, then we needed to change those 
structures. Says Argyris (1985) of action research:  
In social life, the status quo exists because the norms and rules learned through 
socialization have been internalized and are continually reinforced. Human beings 
learn which skills work within the status quo and which do not work.  The more the 
skills work, the more they influence individuals’ sense of competence.  Individuals 
draw on such skills and justify their use by identifying the values embedded in them 
and adhering to these values.  The interdependence among norms, rules, skills, and 
values creates a pattern called the ‘status quo’ that becomes so omnipresent as to 
be taken for granted and to go unchallenged. Precisely because these patterns are 
taken for granted, precisely because these skills are automatic, precisely because 
values are internalized, the status quo and individuals’ personal responsibility for 
maintaining it cannot be studied without confronting it. (p.xi)  
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Thus, my collaborators and I use action research will serve as our method to draw 
attention to the internalized norms for women who identify as fat. Through this process 
we began to confront these internalized norms, analyze them, and developed a process of 
reframing our relationship to them.  Argyris describes this type of intervention as “action 
science” and is meant as a means to challenge the status quo. As the old adage goes, a 
problem cannot be solved with the same consciousness that created it, and Cook-Greuter 
describes development at its core nothing more than transformations of consciousness 
(Cook-Greuter, 2004).  Before we change begin to intentionally challenge the status quo 
we must become objectively aware of where we are and how we currently contribute to 
what “is” and then as we develop we shift into new ways of being, acting and interacting.  
Action science is the type of intervention that leads to a challenging of the normative and 
advocacy of the innovative and action inquiry is how one develops and transforms one’s 
consciousness to be better able to facilitate emergence. Moreover, Cook-Greuter (2002) 
describes action inquiry as a method of learning that involves the subject and object, self 
and the system being investigated through a process of continual questioning and giving 
feedback on three components: purposes, strategies, and behaviors. By each collaborator 
both individually and collectively offering feedback and analysis on our “I” and “we” 
behavior, we witnessed that this type of intervention was able to impact strategies, 
purpose, and develop a new status quo or way of being, both as individuals and as a 
collective.  
Through development, the collective has the opportunity to expand and change 
what the group identifies as structures and limitations, and possibilities (Schön, 1983; 
Habermas, 1985).  Structures would be the space we currently exist in, both concrete and 
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tangible and abstract metaphorical; my collaborators and I would discuss “structures” as 
current normative spaces behaviors and expectations.  Limitations describe the 
boundaries that keep the normative from the newly imagined. Repeatedly my 
collaborators and I described frustration with boundaries because over and over again our 
very existence was termed as defiant or outside the space of acceptability.  Fatness placed 
us at the boundary of womanness, the border of healthy, and at the limit of worthy in the 
eyes of many. Lastly, possibilities were what we remained hopeful for. It was our hope 
that through inquiry, feedback and development the group would be able to expand the 
possibilities of how we saw ourselves, and one another, and all fat women.  
Developmental action inquiry would serve to push the boundaries on stale “status quo” 
ideas such as what fat women can and cannot do or be.   
My initial goal for the collaborators of this study was for us to be seen, to be 
heard, and to be acknowledged in a real way by our environments because we had first 
seen, heard, and acknowledged ourselves.  Without an environment that promoted 
transformative change, the collaborators and I were able to explore parts of our identity 
and begin to discern the limits that were “given” to us and in some instances, begin to 
give them back. Our space served as a container for exploration, questioning, 
convergence and collaboration. Collectively, we were responsible for the energy of our 
space and with a shared identification of being fat women, we could explore what that 
meant to us. For ourselves. What we would find was that “fat” did not mean the same the 
thing to each individual woman, but despite our nuances, that identity is one we were 
learning to acknowledge, give voice to, and understand. In exploring our fat womanhood, 
we also gave voice to our fat motherhood, our fat sexuality, our fat woman of color, our 
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fat daughter and our fat partner. We used the intersection of these two identities—fat and 
woman—to examine our other intersections and as we reconciled tensions in other 
identities, we learned to spread that peace rather than compartmentalize it.  By giving 
voice to a habitually silenced part of us, we began to learn how to speak from our whole 
being.   
Problem Statement and Purpose of Study 
This study’s aim was to address three problems, the first being how can women 
who identify as fat overcome shame and other barriers that lead to an inability to connect 
with others or experience presence.  In many indigenous cultures, the role of the leader is 
responsible for connection and is the conduit through which the organization’s goals and 
direction emerges and is communicated to the individuals (Hofstede, 1980; Heider, 1985; 
Hickman & Sorenson, 2002). From there, the practice of leadership can be distributed 
throughout the organization but we cannot ignore the leader’s role as a vessel and 
material representation of the will of the group.  In Abrams (1999) The Spell of the 
Sensuous, he describes the intermediary as one who must be both in touch with the 
environment objectively yet still very much also subjectively and via the senses. In this 
sense, a leader must both look at the group outside of ones’ self but also submit to that 
which makes us human relying on empathy to connect us to the human experiences that 
connect each of us (O’Sullivan, 1999; Abram, 1999; Thompson, 2001). What we can 
glean is the importance of the relationship between the individual (self) and the group 
(system) and their irreparable interdependence on one another and that the role of the 
leader is a medium between the two entities.  Further, Thompson (2001) asserts that 
human consciousness continually develops as a byproduct of the dynamic relationship 
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between self and other which supports the use of developmental action inquiry in this 
particular study (Cook-Greuter, 2002; Torbert, 2004).  For women who identify as fat, if 
they are not able to access presence through the detrimental “voices” or shame, they may 
not then gain access to practicing leadership (Scharmer, 2007). In other words, she will 
continue to remain on the margins and even when in positions of formal leadership, she 
may not fully embody the role of the leader.  
The second problem this study wanted to address was the development of 
consciousness using empathic and authentic connections and collective reflection. The 
ability to successfully overcome fear, judgment, cynicism and shame promised to allow 
the woman who identifies as fat to experience the type of presence where she can 
objectively and uncritically experience the present moment and also empathically 
connect with her group (Scharmer, 2007; Torbert, 2004; Cook-Greuter, 2002; O’Sullivan, 
1999).  This experience is the difference between the recreation of the status quo—
upholding dominant discourse and assumptions—and the innovative emergent derived 
from the group.  Further, if women who identify as fat do not overcome these barriers, we 
may be unknowingly recreating oppressive systems, uncomfortable environments and 
circumstances upheld by our internalized fat-phobia (Argyris, 1985). Our connections 
worked in service of our conscious development and our ability to create transformative 
change. Belief in the “soiled identity” a pre-constructed meaning of fatness supports 
silent compliance, and our inability to suspend these and other assumptions in order to 
work collectively towards any new possibility holds us captive in marginalized, 
oppressed and vulnerable positions (Schoenfielder and Wieser, 1983). Instead, this study 
set an intention to “spoil” the fat identity as Goffman (1963) described; spoiling the 
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identity would indicate that women had not abjected or dismissed their fat identities but 
instead embraced it and become empowered through it.  
Finally, this research study served as an invitation for both myself as the 
researcher and other women who identify as fat to begin to make meaning of our 
experience and to begin to create new discourse around fatness as an identity. In other 
words, we were going to learn how to define ourselves for ourselves. One may believe 
that a reasonably autonomous woman may be able to re-inform and influence dominant 
discourse around who she is and the meaning made of her.  However, in Steele, Spencer 
and Aronson’s (2002) study of group image and social identity they found that those 
individuals with negative stereotypes around social identity felt that they were constantly 
contending with their negative preconceptions and they were at a loss with how to prove 
the group otherwise. The work of Winkle-Wagner (2009) also supports the notion of the 
difficulty that exists in overcoming “the unchosen me” or those parts of identity which 
are assigned and ascribed by the environment without sufficient due regard to an 
individual’s actual compliance or chosen identity. The construction of fatness is often 
one-sided and undesirable and most notably, is it largely not informed by women who 
identify as fat, which further exacerbates our paradoxical “elephant in the room” 
existence.  
The purpose of this study, was to collaboratively explore the meaning making and 
developmental processes of self and system for a group of women who identify as fat. 
Using an action research methodology, the group—comprised of women who identify as 
fat including the researcher—engaged in systematic collaborative and critical self-inquiry 
with the goal of better understanding who we are both individually and collectively. 
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Further, by participating in the aforementioned processes, we were able to narrate our 
developmental processes to some degree, deepening our connections and “moving 
towards an integrated transformative vision” about what it meant to be a fat woman 
(O’Sullivan, 1999). Finally, through the development of the collective and both our 
individual and collective conscious, we were able to shift not only our ideas about fatness 
and womanness, but also begin to intentionally practice leadership by empowering 
others.  
The research questions guiding this study are as follows:  
1.   How do I influence my and the collective groups’ meaning making 
processes; 
2.   How does a woman who identifies as fat construct meaning of who she is; 
3.   How does a group of women who identify as fat construct shared meaning 
of who we are and how does this meaning making impact the overall 
developmental of the group;  
4.   Does the development of the group influence individual capacity for 
leadership, and if so in what ways?  
Though it is well known that action research’s aim is not to produce generalizable results, 
in fact results may only be valid and true for those participants involved in the research. 
However, it was my intention that as we derived our findings by using empathy to 
connect in our humanness, there would be elements within the data that all humans would 
be able to relate to and resonate with. Lather’s (2001) idea of ironic validity sees “truth” 
in a fixed and finite sense as problematic because it does not allow for liminal or 
coexisting perspectives. Additionally, the connection between knowledge or truth and 
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power cannot be dismissed. The legitimacy of generalizable and tangible evidence is 
sustained by those in the academy who have power whereas methodologies with more 
nuanced, “constructed, contested, incessantly perspectival and polyphonic” results are 
often dismissed or sequestered to the margins (Lather, 1991, p. xx; Calas and Smircich, 
1999; Bradbury and Reason, 2006).  I bring up the issue of validity, truth, and power with 
absolute intention. As much as this study aims to produce valid and substantial findings 
that both reflect the participants and our experiences, this study also stands in defiance of 
having to be defined by or compared to positivist research studies.  
Our truth—our findings—while they may be accurate and true at the time of our 
conferral, by the time of publication they may have changed and feel less true in some 
instances, and more true in others.  What we found is only part of the purpose of the 
study. The true purpose was the journey in and of itself. The intentional gathering of the 
unheard, the shamed, the dismissed and the acknowledgement that their stories matter 
and someone wants to hear them; that is the greater purpose. This study and all action 
research studies are endlessly cyclical and ever-emergent. Our development as a 
collective does not stop once we separate and cease to meet weekly and because of that 
this research is simply a snapshot of what was true for us in this time. If it is relevant and 
useful to only one other person, then it is relevant and useful. This study both in its 
process and its product work to give voice to the marginalized, empower that voice 
through connection and empathy, create a sense of legitimacy through recognition and 




Chapter 2: Review of the Literature  
there has not been a rigorous, thorough analysis of fat and how it affects all women by 
the feminist community, because everyone, most fat women included, sees the issue as 
marginal.  fat women’s oppression is seen as minimal.  or nonexistent, or 
overexaggerated, or inconsequential in the light of the struggles against race/class/sex 
oppression.  this attitude keeps fat women from talking about ourselves, because no one 
can or will relate to what we say.  this leaves us without community, without context, 
without a framework within which to examine and understand our experiences, without a 
method for our own liberation, without support.  
~Thunder (Schoenfielder & Wieser 1983, p. 210) 
 In order to properly frame an understanding around both the problem and the 
ways in which my research posed to address it, a thorough review of the literature is 
necessary.  The four bodies of literature that are explored add insight to each element of 
the study are: self, system, fatness, and change.  Therefore, I review adult development 
literature, group dynamics literature, fat studies literature, and organizational change 
models. 
 First, I provide an overview of “self” literature on the developing adult and 
current ways of knowing how adults grow, change, and construct meaning, specifically 
around how they construct meaning of themselves and others. Secondly, how a group 
forms and change with particular attention to how groups either transform—by 
incorporating innovation, and emergence—or replicate known norms. Third, I examine 
how each of the previously explored concepts is framed within fat studies literature: How 
does the fat woman develop? How do fat women understand themselves and others? How 
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might a group of fat women either transform or replicate norms? Lastly, I explore 
organizational change models, which offer processes of transformative change, creating 
new ways of collective being. The overall purpose of this structure being to understand 
how through connection and development, fat women might successfully create new 
ways of being.  
Theoretical Framework 
 This research relies on the following four basic tenets: 
•   There is a bidirectional interaction between an individual and her various 
contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) and that an individual and her environment 
are continually and concurrently informing and reinforming one another 
(Tajfel, & Turner, 1979; Turner & Oakes, 1986);  
•   A woman in possession of a soiled (Schoenfielder & Wieser, 1983) or an 
unwanted identity (Higgins, 1987), such as fatness, experiences shame and 
that shame, often negatively, impacts the relationship she has with others in 
her environment (Brown, 2006; Ferguson, Eyre, & Ashbaker, 2000; Lewis, 
1971); 
•   Through the use of growth-fostering relationships (Miller, 1976), individuals 
can engage in authentic and empowering exchanges that allow each person the 
ability to intentionally participate in her own growth in an effort to redefine 
previous shame-inducing situations (Comstock, Hammer, Strentzsch, Cannon, 
Parsons, & Salazar II, 2008); and  
•   Action research is a methodology, which facilitates the intentional study and 
investigation of patterns and values embedded in actions through continuous 
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inquiry and feedback (Argyris, 1985; Cook-Greuter, 2002). Through 
individual or collective reflection, participants are not only able to confront 
basic assumptions values and beliefs, but also change them (Bion, 1948; 
Lawrence, 1975).   
Adult Development 
 Self. The idea that our environment influences our development dates back to 
Erik Erikson’s (1959) insistence that as social beings, our development could not be 
explained without due attention to our social context. According to Robert Kegan (1982), 
the construction of who we are changes form over the course of a lifetime, continually 
redefining the relationship between subject (self) and object (other).  Kegan (1982) goes 
on to explain that definition of self and the changing relationship with the other matures 
from complete embeddedness—where subject and object are seen as one—to 
differentiation—where subject is able to identify the boundaries of self within the greater 
context of object/other.  More specifically, in Kegan’s (1982) third stage of 
development—the Interpersonal—he talks of an individual being “devoured” by the 
interpersonal balance because of a relentless need to connect with the ‘other’ because it is 
the only way “I” can exist; through that relationship. Kegan’s description of the 
interconnectedness between subject and object does not, however, explain at length the 
dependence that the “other” has on the individual.   
In 1935, Kurt Lewin offered the classical field theory of behavior formula: 
B=f(PE) or ‘behavior’ is the result of (f)interaction (P)person and (E)environment. 
However, Bronfenbrenner (1989) would amend Lewin’s original formula by asserting 
that one must account for time and change.  Bronfenbrenner (1994) suggests that the self 
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develops in an ecosystem of multiple types of “objects” as close in proximity as 
microsystems—activities, social roles, and interpersonal relationships—or as far away as 
chronosystems—time over the life course and across history (p. 40). Further, despite their 
proximity, Bronfenbrenner (1994) asserts that each ecological system has a bidirectional 
relationship with the individual; in other words, one continually informs and influences 
the other.  Further, he elaborates on those who study development that, “the researcher’s 
task is to find out what are exactly the personal and environmental qualities that must be 
treated as the products and the producers of development (Bronfenbrenner, 2002, p.223-
225)”.  In other words, what can we discern as the catalysts and consequences of change 
from both the individual and their environment?  
Similarly, social identity constructs were derived holding true to two very 
important assumptions: first, that individuals cannot be separated from society—I am 
both “I” and “We” at the exact same time—and the second acknowledges the continuous, 
concurrent interaction between the individual’s psychological processes and the relations 
of the society [or the group] (Tajfel, H., & Turner, J., 1979; Turner & Oakes, 1986; 
Wheatley, 2001; Roccas, & Brewer, 2002).  Succinctly put, both the “I” and the “we” 
processes are relevant because of their infinite interdependence and inextricable nature; 
“I” inform who “we” are and “we” inform who “I” am, on and on for infinity.   
For the woman who identifies as fat, the bidirectional influences of the external 
world on who she understands herself to be and vice-versa, suggests that while “fat” may 
have a given meaning contextually, individuals may, theoretically, influence, shape, 
reshape and change that identity allowing for new ways of being fat, understanding fat, 
and defining fat (Bronfenbrenner, 1992).  However, what remains to be known is how, 
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and to what extent are the women who identify as fat are contributing to the current 
definition of fatness.  
Social Identity. According to Tajfel (1979), the groups that people belong to, or 
affiliate with are often an important source of pride and self esteem. Further, our social 
identities are constructed by our membership, and sometimes our denial of membership 
in specific social groups, (Tajfel, 1979; McLeod, 2008).  Turner and Oakes (1986) 
suggest that it is our perception of group membership that constructs our social identity 
and our membership is supported by two major assumptions: the first being individuals 
and society cannot be separated and the second being that there is continuous interaction 
between an individuals’ psychological processing and the actions of society.  In this way, 
our group membership or affiliation is more dynamic that it may sometimes feel, and 
identity negotiation determines the salience or appropriateness for specific social 
identities at any given time. Abes, Jones & McEwin (2000, 2007) assert that [people] 
have multiple overlapping identities (e.g. race, sexual orientation, gender, socioeconomic 
status, etc.) and these identities may mean different things to different people depending 
on time and social context. For those identifying as “fat” and claiming fatness as a social 
identity, one can infer that there must be some level of pride around being fat even 
though the identity itself may be transient, dormant, or circumstantial.  
Social identity negotiation. Brewer (1991) explains that expression of social 
identity is motivated by the need to be included. Context or specific situations may 
dictate whether a social identity is owned or whether it is suppressed or silenced (Deaux 
& Major, 1987). Swan (1987) asserts that social identity negotiation acknowledges the 
influence of both an individual’s own goals and perspective as well as that of social 
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variables norms and conventions. In this way, it is not the environment nor the individual 
that is the “cause” for negotiation but rather the interaction between the two. 
Environmental circumstance may serve as a catalyst for change within an individual and 
much like Bronfenbrenner explained, that bidirectional influence means that moving 
forward, an individual may interact with the environment in a very different way which, 
in turn, changes the environment.  In terms of leadership, Haslam, Reicher and Platow 
(2007) speak of the “artistry” it takes to be able to understand the environment in such a 
way that one can communicate on its behalf; again, acting as the intermediary. Who we 
are and how we present ourselves informs the spaces that exist even beyond our own 
individual being and this is especially important when one is practicing leadership. 
Identifying as fat in and of itself impacts contexts and may deter women who identify as 
fat from practicing leadership and those around her from trusting that she can serve as an 
accurate representation of their collective.  
“[Fatness is] an identity that can communicate only its own failure, an identity for 
which all other narratives are impossible,” offers Le’a Kent (2001) as she describes how 
fat identity is often fashioned within western culture.  Why, then, would anyone ever 
willingly identify as fat and what types of environments would support that identity as 
being an acceptable identity?  “I got fat but somehow I still exist…’the worst’ has 
happened to me. All that I’ve been warned about and worried about has occurred.  The 
knowledge frees me.  I know who I am. I’m fat and I’m old, and I’m home free,” laments 
fat activist Marjory Nelson (1983). Nelson alludes to a social environment that was 
cautious and “warned” her of becoming fat, yet notes that even in her becoming she 
continued to exist and in fact, she was ‘free’.  Internally, the question of “how” still 
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persists for me. What was it about Marjory and other “free” women who identify as fat 
despite a world that tells us fat is a prison?   
While there does not yet exist a social identity developmental model for those 
who identify as fat, I use other social identity models as a way to begin to understand. 
Many of the racial and ethnic identity development models follow that of James Marcia’s 
(1966) stages that include diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium and achievement. The 
maturation of the stages illustrates how one can move from complete diffused ignorance 
about one’s social identity, unable to pull apart the pieces of self from the whole self to 
achievement where one not only acknowledges social identity but chooses and commits 
to it. While integration and acceptance represents one end of the spectrum where one’s 
social identity has “matured”, not everyone gets there. For many, the fat body is seen as 
offensive, abhorrent, and unacceptable and embody fatness is to intentionally align one’s 
self with these negative connotations. Additionally, Goffman (1963) explains how those 
who choose to still align themselves with negative social identities contribute to what he 
terms “spoiled identity”. He proclaims,  
Earlier it was suggested that a discrepancy may exist between an individual’s 
virtual and actual identity. This discrepancy, when known about or apparent, 
spoils his social identity; it has the effect of cutting him off from society and from 
himself so that he stands a discredited person facing an unaccepting world…it is 
not that he (the discreditable person) must face prejudice against himself, but 
rather that he must face the unwitting acceptance of himself by individuals who 




By not abjecting fatness, those women who choose to proudly identify as fat are 
‘spoiling’ the fat identity. The very notion of identity integration for fat women is an act 
of defiance and the women who identify as fat are inherently rebels.  
I am woman. 
Every faction conditions its members to think and act a certain way. And most people do 
it. For most people, it's not hard to learn, to find a pattern of thought that works and stay 
that way. But our minds move in a dozen different directions. We can't be confined to one 
way of thinking, and that terrifies our leaders. It means we can't be controlled. And it 
means that no matter what they do, we will always cause trouble for them. 
~Veronica Roth, Divergent (2011, p. 441-442) 
To be a woman often means being subject to the persistent and rigid prescription 
of the feminine ideal, which is never old and never fat.  “As long as we believe that we 
can overcome nature, that we shall live forever, that we can be beautiful, that we will not 
go the way of our mothers, we are prey,” explains Marjory Nelson (1983, p. 230). We are 
prey to industry, we are prey to a free market economy, we are prey to those who wish to 
keep us contained and we are prey to those who wish to have us believe that who we are 
as we are is not enough. This type of cultural propaganda stifles women into 
preoccupying themselves—ourselves—with our physical aesthetic much more so than 
men. It is not that men do not experience appearance biases, it is that men’s experiences 
of these biases are not institutionally and systemically reinforced to prevent them from 
accessing power. In Kwan and Graves book Framing Fat (2013) the authors examine 
fatness through four frames or cultural perspectives providing a central claim for each. 
The aesthetic claim says “fat is frightful,” the health claim touts, “fat is fatal,” the choice 
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and responsibility frame assert that “fat is a choice and a matter of personal 
responsibility,” while social justice offers that “fat bias, fat stigma and fat discrimination 
are problematic,” not fatness itself (Kwan & Graves, 2013, p.118). Western culture 
supports and suggests the former three claims more often than not, while fat studies 
scholars, myself included, approach fatness from the social justice lens.  What if I dared 
to believe that the problem was not with my body but with those who take issue with my 
body? Martha Courtot (1983) asks us:  
Pretend you are a fat woman and watch television for a day.  Count how many 
messages there are which tell you that you are ugly and must change.  Listen to 
how many remarks your friends make about ‘being too fat’ and diets they are on 
and having to lose weight when they are already thinner than will ever be.  Look 
through magazines for a positive image of a fat woman.  Then imagine what it is 
like to be a fat woman walking down the street, at the mercy of everyone who has 
been given permission from this society to hate and despise [you].  What would 
you do when they called you names? Are you surprised, then, that fat women 
often do stay at home, do not get the exercise they need, do you sometimes eat for 
comfort? Are you surprised? (p.200)  
The public ownership of one’s physical manifestation is a plight often felt by women and 
is a source of contention for many feminists’ arguments. In fact, girls learn very early on 
that they are judged by their physical appearance and receive social cues that when they 
adjust their physical appearance to please others, rather than themselves—internal and 
external congruence—they are rewarded with social capital (Carver & Scheier, 1981; 
Spitzack, 1990; McKinley, 1996). It is no surprise, then, that at the time when Erikson 
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and Kegan suggest that humans are most ravenous for social acceptance—teenage and 
young adulthood—young women are most likely to fit the culturally idealized feminine 
body type or experience the highest anxiety around not being able to obtain the ideal 
feminine body (Spitzack, 1990; McKinley, 1996). This anxiety does not always wean as 
girls grow into women. While McKinley (1996), Lamb, Jackson, Cassiday and Priest 
(1993) suggest that the cultural standards of womanness and the feminine body ideal are 
less palpable for middle aged women than young women, there is no doubt that women 
remain very much aware of societies expectations of their bodies.  
There is something cruel about you; you will always be something less than 
human to me, since to be human implies a consciousness of other people’s pain—
some understanding of the oppressions other people suffer from.  Thus you and I 
are both confronted by false personas as we look at each other…human beings are 
social animals and from infancy on our identities are formed and grow from an 
interplay between the kernel of consciousness which is ourselves and the 
cacophony of contradictions which is the outer social world. So that by the time 
we are adult who we are is so layered by who the world says we are that we 
cannot escape from their judgments which now live inside us (Courtot, 1983, p. 
200).  
Ironically, Audre Lorde (1984) asserts that “the masters’ tools will never dismantle the 
masters’ house” in regards to creating real change within a patriarchal system. This 
“preoccupation” or diversion acts as a way to manipulate the oppressed into becoming 
agents of both their own and others’ oppression as a result of internalized inferiority 
(Lorde, 1984). Women are often thought of as support; the nurturers rather than the 
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authorities, and the persistence of this narrow view of women’s roles only works in 
service to continue limiting the ways in which woman may lead (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 
So how do not only fat women but all women stop projecting and perpetuating misogyny; 
what serves as the foundation for the reeducation of women for women so that we do not 
suffocate under the weight of men’s expectations of us and our limiting expectations of 
ourselves? What does it take for a woman, let alone all women, to begin to feel 
responsible for one another in a way that centralizes the empathy necessary to make us all 
human and believe that this fact alone makes us worthy and not only in roles of 
martyrdom. It is imperative to begin to understand how we can expand the view of 
women’s capabilities and begin to not only provide opportunities for women to practice 
leadership but also to stop prescribing what it should look like. There is a difference 
between deference to the collective and death for the collective and a woman should not 
have to sacrifice who she is in order to exercise leadership.   
Group Development (System) 
 Murmuration is the movement of a flock of starlings across the sky; though 
sometimes comprised upwards of 60,000 birds, they move in a seemingly cohesive and 
effortless manner ebbing and flowing along the horizon. Individual want or will either 
aligns with or falls in deference to the greater will of the collective and the result is fluid 
motion. The final destination of the starlings is a decision made both individually and 
collectively in sync or else the harmonious fluidity that we observe in the flock would 
result in chaos or isolation. Similarly, individuals must maintain some awareness of the 
collective in order to move with and survive within the group, and that awareness affects 
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how she may go about doing so (Jacobus, 2005; Linsky & Heifetz, 2002; Winnicott, 
1960). In describing what he calls the “true self” and “false self” Winnicott suggests: 
The [true] self could be said to be the inherited potential, which is experiencing a 
continuity of being and acquiring in its own way and at its own speed a personal 
psychic reality and a personal body scheme…Any threat to this isolation of the 
true self constitutes a major anxiety…the ‘inherited potential’ is becoming itself a 
‘continuity of being’. The alternative to being is reacting, and reacting interrupts 
being and annihilates (p. 591, 1960).   
Winnicott (1960) explains, “the false self is the ultimate defense against the unthinkable: 
exploitation of the true self, which would end in annihilation” (pg. 146). In this sense, 
anxiety—real or perceived—within a group setting can call for inauthentic behavior and 
an inauthentic self; it shields varying degrees of truth and then perpetuates status quo 
within the group dynamic and discourse (Argyris, 1985; Heifitz & Linsky, 2002; Linsky 
& Heifitz, 2002; Schön, 1983).  Clayton and Opotow (2003) suggest that our identity—
our orientation to the world—influences our roles and responsibilities within our 
environment.  To the same end, who we understand ourselves to be has some bearing on 
how we interact with those around us, and particularly how we might practice leadership.  
Successful leaders within groups are able to find a “sweet spot” where anxiety serves as 
an impetus for change; in this way anxiety must be high enough to motivate change but 
low enough to prevent destruction of the individual and of the group (Linsky & Heifitz, 
2002).   
Tuckman (1965) describes the development of group as one that incorporates the 
coming together of individuals and subsequently individual will and agenda, testing of 
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boundaries, the development of a common goal and group task, intentional strides 
towards that goal and completion of the task, thus resulting in the adjourning of the 
group.  Many of the stages Tuckman describes include instances of anxiety as a medium 
to spur movement into the next stage; in other words, there is always a tension.  Bion 
(1948) suggests that within a single group there actually exists two groups, the work 
group which works towards accomplishing the group task and the basic assumption group 
which is the anchoring rationale which supports the behavior of the group members. By 
examining the behaviors of the work group, my collaborators and I worked towards an 
understanding of the anatomy of the basic assumption group and how we could begin to 
change those basic assumptions. As I will explain in greater detail in chapter 4, my 
collaborators and I unearthed one assumption that fat women were thought to be inferior 
and despite our articulation that we believed otherwise, we still engaged in behaviors that 
supported that belief such as wearing ultra-feminine clothing or always smelling of 
perfume. According to Lawrence (1975): 
Ultimate reality can only be in a state of ‘becoming’; it cannot be known. And it 
is this idea of ‘becoming’ that is to be held on to when thinking about modes of 
inquiring into social processes in groups and institutions.  The ‘becoming’ enables 
us not to fall into the traps of either solipsism or positivism but to engage with the 
creative tensions among what people believe to be realities and fantasies (p. 5) 
Looking again to Bion, he named this truth or ultimate unknowing “O” and asserted that 
it could only be understood through the felt senses in the moment, yet only described in 
retrospect (Jacobus, 2005).  As such, my research contributors and I studied and reflected 
on our recent past behaviors as a collective so that we could construct a shared “truth” of 
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what was, and begin to make meaning of it. For example, when we held silences together, 
in the moment there was only the quiet and our own individual processing of what the 
silence could mean. Was it time to consider previous statements? Was it a moment to 
collect the next thought? However when we spoke directly to the silence, asking one 
another what it meant for us to be silent in that moment we were allowed to construct a 
collective “truth” around what it was those moments meant for us. Moments of silence 
were quite frequent as we would later acknowledge, many of the conversations we were 
having had not been had before and it took us time to consider our actual thoughts and 
opinions on certain topics. Fatness is not often given a voice, so it sometimes took us a 
minute to put words to our experience.  
Fatness—The State of Being Fat 
While body-positive and fat-positive popular culture movements are beginning to 
gain momentum, much of the change focused around shifting from “thin” as a goal to 
“healthy” as a goal and often discounts the fact that in American society the two are 
commonly synonymous, (Kulick & Meneley, 2005; O’Brien, Hunter, Halberstadt, & 
Anderson, 2007; Wann, Rothblum, & Solovay, 2009; Farrell, 2011; Kwan & Graves, 
2013). Additionally, fatness is an issue which affects both men and women, however, fat 
is often ascribed as a “feminist issue” because appearance, appearance biases, weight 
related stereotyping, and assumptions disproportionally affect women more than men 
(Wooley, et. al 1979; Brown 1985, 1989; Chrisler, 1989; O’Brien, Hunter, Halberstadt, 
Anderson, 2007; Puhl & Browness, 2001; Fikkan & Rothblum, 2011). Using Goffman’s 
(1963) work on stigmatizing attitudes, Rothblum (1992) explains that women categorized 
as “obese” are not only stigmatized by society but the ingestion of the stigma causes fat 
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women to believe that we are responsible for our own oppression.  The outcome is what 
Schoenfielder and Wieser (1983) describe as a “soiled identity”, fat becomes something 
that even the proprietors of the identity are hesitant to claim or take ownership of.  
Studies show that negative weight-based attitudes (Hogan, 2001) and appearance 
discrimination or “fat bias” (O’Brien, Hunter, Halberstadt, Anderson, 2007; Puhl & 
Browness, 2001) may contribute to the prevalence of “fat” individuals’ feelings of 
judgment, shame and doubt, specifically self-doubt. Within more contemporary fat 
studies literature, Chrisler (1989) is noted as having claimed that: 
Fat is a feminist issue because the culture at large allows for much less deviation 
from the aesthetic ideals for women than it does for men, meaning that many 
more women than men end up feeling badly about their (normal and healthy) 
bodies, and thus engage their energies in all manner[s] of corrective action from 
restrictive dieting to eating disorders (p. 1). 
The Fat Underground—a coalition of Radical Therapists created to address the need for 
fundamental change in social values for issues of social justice—further asserted that the 
vilification of fatness in women as a means to undermine women’s acquisition of power 
and radically suggest that dieting is a form of genocide (1989).  The very idea of a 
moving target of “fatness” is thought to be an intentional way to keep women from 
gaining power.  While the claim is indeed provocative, I cannot help but wonder about its 
validity. Has body shaming become a socially curated tactic to keep women from 
acquiring power and as a result limiting our access and leadership capabilities? Again, the 
preoccupation with the body very well may be more prevalent in women, but this 
narrative does not work in service of shifting or changing the paradigm and creating new 
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stories for women. For fat women, our being already creates a different story for women. 
One that communicates our visibility and our expanse; what is missing is how to channel 
that physical demand of presence into a metaphorical one that can empower others and 
effect change.  
Models of Organizational Change 
When I look for the the group I see myself, when I look for myself, I see the group. 
~Margaret Rioch 
 Hickman and Sorenson (2013) describe the concept of ‘invisible leadership’ 
through eastern and indigenous cultures remarking on its reverence and repetitiveness 
through traditional texts and practices. While Western cultures, namely the United States 
focus leadership on the individual, other more collectivists cultures have a view of 
leadership that is more inclusive and dependent on the group and where leadership is a 
role rather than resting with one person (Hofstede, 1980; Heider, 1985; Hickman & 
Sorenson, 2013). The “highest and most effective” type of leadership according to 
Chinese philosophy is known as Taoist Leadership, Hickman and Sorenson (2013) 
describe it as:  
…natural, unassuming, open, all-embracing, selfless, calm, considerate…aware of 
what is happening and how things happen…and yielding. It involves 
consciousness of unity, integrity, compassion, frugality and modesty. Since the 
group and the individual are one, Taoist leaders interact and facilitate the 
collective work of invisible leadership by gently supporting people to lead 
themselves. This enables group agency and strong shared bonds among 
participants that move them to say, ‘We did it ourselves.’ (Heider, 1985, p. 33).  
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Similarly, Mikgoro (1998) looks at the African concept of Ubuntu which incorporates 
common purpose within the collective and perhaps most importantly has the fundamental 
tenant that an individual is brought into existence only through the group.  These ancient 
indigenous perspectives on leadership privilege the inclusion of both the group and the 
individual so then there is no question that both hold pieces responsible for collective 
change efforts.  This study honors the elements of this type of invisible leadership 
practiced readily by indigenous cultures. Agency would become a way to identify growth 
in collaborators, as would supporting people to take their own action. Yet still, the group 
served as a source of power for each individual because it was there that they were first 
acknowledged and brought into existence; the group was a place where our experience as 
fat women was legitimized and because of that we felt more legitimate in other spaces.  
The role of the leader in change. Mary Parker Follett (1987) suggests that both 
leaders and followers are essentially all followers of the common purpose of the group 
and in this way we are all subject to the thing that binds us together in the first place; 
“loyalty to the common purpose connects leaders and followers together in the strongest 
possible bond of union, p. 55.”  However, in his book The Spell of the Sensuous, David 
Abram (1997) asserts that “the traditional or tribal shaman acts as the intermediary 
between the human community and the larger ecological field ensuring that there is an 
appropriate flow of nourishment [between them...]” to sustain both. Linsky and Heiftz 
(2002) write extensively about leading through change and how dangerous it can be, 
specifically for the leader who, for the sake of growth, continually manages tension or 
anxiety within the group. However, if we consider what Heifitz and Linsky name as the 
“leader” to, in fact, be Abram’s “intermediary”, it does not make the leader a specific 
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person, but a role.  In this sense, the leader would be the one practicing leadership in the 
moment and the person who is holding both the "human community of individuals" and 
the "greater collective system" at the same time (Abram, 1997). Now, consider the 
implications if one person held this role repeatedly within a group. Using Heifitz and 
Linsky’s (2012) logic, that model is not sustainable over time.  If one person, for 
example, was the only one introducing innovation in a group, it is likely that they would 
be isolated or shunned from the group eventually because they would not be representing 
the will of their collective (Haslam, Reicher and Platow, 2007; Heifitz and Linsky, 2012). 
What does that do to the group and what does that do to the individual if both are now 
lacking integral pieces of one another? This work does not privilege the individual over 
the collective, nor the inverse. This study aimed to continually focus on the relationship 
between the two and even in the examination of leadership practice, the instances are 
reflected as both individual action and collective response and reaction.  
Western (2013) describes a new leadership paradigm, eco-leadership, where the 
essential pieces are connectivity, sustainability, learned adaptive networks, and 
distributed leadership.  He continues, “[in the] internal organizational eco-system [one is] 
…connecting and communicating, working with feedback loops to respond to change, 
creating an organizational architecture that enables distributed leadership thus creating an 
adaptive organization.” In a very literal sense, an organization, or in the case of my 
research, our group can use connection, communication, and feedback to enable us to 
adapt and sustain rather than deplete and perish.  
There is a phenomenon commonly found in cycling known as drafting. It is when 
the low-pressure force of a lead cyclist can pull or draft following cyclists.  Doherty 
  
41 
(2012) explains that drafting not only helps followers but the aerodynamics of pressure 
also reciprocally require less energy to be exerted by the lead cyclist. Moreover, in what 
is known as the Belgian Tourniquet, cyclists take turns rotating between who will lead 
and who will draft, in this way the leadership is distributed and everyone shares a 
responsibility for the forward motion of the team.  The Belgian Tourniquet is a living 
metaphor for distributed leadership. Spillane (2012) asserts:  
Distributed leadership is about mortals as well as heroes…in a distributed 
perspective on leadership three elements are essential:  
•   leadership practice is the central and anchoring concern;  
•   leadership practice is generated in the interactions of leaders, followers, 
and their situations; each element is essential for leadership practice; 
•   The situation both defines leadership practice and is defined through 
leadership practice.  (pg. 6)  
Leadership practice, then, is understood to occur in-between individuals rather than 
within any one specific individual; leadership is thereby relational (Bradbury & 
Lichtenstein, 2000; Hosking, Dachler, & Gergen, 1995; Murrell, 1997; Uhl-Bien, 2006).  
Murrell (1997) quite simply states, “leadership is a vehicle to help take us where we as a 
group, organization or society desire to go (p. 35).”  And if leadership is, in fact, 
relational then relationships are a vehicle to help take us where we desire to go. As the 
practice of leadership cannot happen in isolation but through interaction, therein lies the 
crux of understanding what leadership “looks like”. Thus, it is through the interactions 
that my collaborators and I have with one another that helped us begin to ascertain how 
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women who identify as fat practice leadership and through our relationships we explored 
where it is we desire to go.  
Mediums of change.  Bohm’s (2013) description of dialogue calls for individuals 
to collectively suspend opinions, yet examine them in an effort to understand and make 
meaning of our basic assumptions. The task is very much akin to the individual process 
of mindfulness as described by John Kabat-Zinn (1994) who says that “mindfulness is the 
awareness that arises by paying attention on purpose in the present moment, suspending 
judgments (pg. 23).”  The two practices—dialogue and mindfulness—are not meant to be 
presented as mutually exclusive or as though mindfulness is only for the individual, it 
may well be that dialogue is a way of naming mindful verbal exchange between 
individuals.  What is explicit is the attention both dialogue and mindfulness place on the 
suspension of opinions and judgments.  In Isaacs’ (1993) analysis of Bohm’s “quantum 
wholeness” he makes the case that what an individual may hold as true from their 
perspective, is but a function of perception and that dialogue gives us a way to uncover 
and analyze our “pieces” in relation to the whole.  Lev Vygotsky (1961) asserts: 
Thought is not merely expressed in words, it comes into existence through 
them…Thought and language, which reflect reality in a way different from that of 
perception, are the keys to the nature of human consciousness. Words play a 
central part not only in the development of thought, but in the historical growth of 
consciousness as a whole. A word is a microcosm of human consciousness (p. 
289).   
What we say and how we say it both serve as mediums through which individual and 
collective consciousness can be examined and understood. What, then, is the connection 
  
43 
between suspension, analysis, and change? Freire (2000) says of groups who begin to 
awaken to old ways as they create tension with the present reality:  
Bit by bit [groups] begin to see themselves and their society from their own 
perspective; they become aware of their own potentialities.  This is the point at 
which hopelessness begins to be replaced by hope. Society now reveals itself as 
something unfinished, not as something inexorably given; it has become a 
challenge rather than a hopeless limitation. But the climate of hope is adversely 
affected by the impact of sectarianism…the people are submerged in reality. As 
that society breaks open, they emerge. No longer mere spectators, they uncross 
their arms, renounce expectancy, and demand intervention.  No longer satisfied to 
watch, they want to participate.  This participation disturbs the privileged elite… 
(pg. 11). 
By mindfully examining reality, in the present moment, through dialogue and the 
suspension of judgment, Freire suggests that not only is hope possible but so is 
opportunity of intentional participation in creation and not from the privileged. This exact 
model of change is found in that of Scharmer’s Theory U. Scharmer (2007) names voices 
of judgment, cynicism, and doubt as barriers to experiencing presence—the moment 
where old ways of thinking, beliefs, patterns and mental models are brought into 
awareness and suspended in order to fully experience the “now”.  Additionally, it is not 
until one experiences presence can we move forward to produce innovative, creative and 
previously unavailable change. Through presence we have access to innovation, without 
it we simple recreate that which we already know.  For a woman who identifies as fat, 
holding a soiled and marginalized identity would suggest that without the experience of 
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presence she may recreate situations that assign her the same soiled and marginalized 
role.  
Could it be possible to create an environment in which a group supports each 
individual’s ability to experience presence and the collective movement towards 
innovation? Relational cultural theory (RCT) suggests that through the formation of 
growth-fostering relationships, we are able to mature through authentic and mutually 
empathic connections and that oppressive or shame-inducing relationships can be 
replaced by new healing relationships (Birrell & Freyd, 2006; Comstock, 2005; 
Comstock, Daniels, & D’Andrea, 2006; Comstock, Hammer, Strentzsch, Cannon, 
Parsons, & Salazar II, 2008; Miller, 1976). “The other’s” importance in shaping who 
understand ourselves to be is crucial and when there is dissonance between the two—who 
we think ourselves to be and who we presume others’ believe we ought to be—it can 
produce shame (Crozier, 1998; Higgins, 1987. Ferguson, Eyre & Ashbaker (2000) 
propose that the “’unwanted identity’ is the quintessential elicitor of shame” and that 
experiences of shame are positively correlated to the possession of an unwanted identity. 
Brown (2010) offers that shame often serves as a barrier to connection asserting that 
without connection people may feel unseen unheard unvalued, judged and feeling 
vulnerable in relationships. However, growth-fostering relationships:  
•   Contain mutual empathy and mutual empowerment at their core 
•   Require authenticity for real engagement 
•   Provide growth for every person in the relationship as a result of 
intentional participation (Comstock, Hammer, Strentzsch, Cannon, 
Parsons, & Salazar II, 2008) 
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The philosophy of RCT suggests that the relationship is the way to shift individuals in a 
position of shame and isolation into connection and genuine authenticity (Duffey & 
Somody, 2011; Hartling, Rosen, Walker & Jordan, 2000;).  The process that Scharmer 
describes in Theory U for organizations and systems, RCT has for a much smaller entity: 
the relationship, and it is the relationship that will serve as the primary source of inquiry 
for this study. 
Mead’s Present and Radical Continuous Transformative Change.  
 
Prospero, you are the master of illusion. Lying is your trademark. And you have lied so 
much to me (Lied about the world, lied about me) That you have ended by imposing on 
me  
An image of myself. Underdeveloped, you brand me, inferior,  
That’s the way you have forced me to see myself I detest that image!  
What's more, it's a lie! But now I know you, you old cancer, And I know myself as well.  
Caliban, in Aime Cesaire's A Tempest 
Who and what we are, and who and what we become can exist within our current 
realm of understanding or can emerge into something beyond our comprehension, such is 
the case of those who spoil identities. When Mead (1938) describes the present moment 
and how one behaves within the present moment he includes consciousness and the effect 
our social nature has on our consciousness; we are not slaves to stimuli, we interpret 
stimuli and make meaning of them which dictates our actions or inactions. It is our 
meaning making processes which determine our actions or inactions, as such, it is our 
meaning making processes that would require change if we wanted to create sustained 
changes in our actions or inactions (Mead, 1938). Additionally, the ways in which change 
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is often presented possess a certain element of rigidity or fixedness as if when a person, 
system, or organization is in one place they “are” that stage; they are embodiments of this 
specific place. Tsoukas and Chia (2002) call these recollections of change “synoptic”; 
synoptic accounts of change have an external, objective approach and are helpful when 
considering organizations over time. The “synoptic” change alone does not offer is an 
acknowledgement of all the interconnected micro- and sub-change processes that are 
internal “fluid, pervasive, [open-ended and indivisible] from one another (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002). Instead, what Tsoukas & Chia draw our attention to is the necessity to 
consider both internal and external concurrent developmental states and processes as we 
look at change. Wilson (1992) offers when we look at change we are often too drawn to 
outcomes rather than processes but stresses that cultural analysis and context can also be 
an important change factor. And certainly, in the review of developmental literature, 
there is no mistaking the importance of context and environment on our individual 
development. We are constantly interpreting what is going on around us in an effort to act 
or react appropriately, and in exchange our behavior becomes part of the environment 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Wilson, 1992). So, if and when we change our processes or our 
meaning making, therefore changing our actions, reactions or inactions, it cannot help but 
also change our environments. Such was the case in Plowman, Baker, Beck, Kulkarni, 
Solansky and Travis (2007) who found that small changes and the space for emergence in 
an environment could, in fact, create radical change within an organization. It was this 
kind of hopefulness that I had for my work and believed could, would, and did begin 
within our small collective.  
  
47 
Greenwood and Hinings (1996) state that “radical organizational change, or 
‘frame bending’ as it is sometimes evocatively known, involves the busting loose from an 
existing ‘orientation’ and the transformation of the organization” (p. 1024). William 
Torbert (2004) would suggest that this sort of change comes as a result of examining the 
context one is situated in.  Torbert (1999) states that developmental action inquiry (DAI) 
asks three questions:  
1)   How, in real-time, to divide the researchers’ own attention by actively turning 
toward its origin or source; 
2)   How to create mini communities of inquiry [with] three persons or more, in 
real-time; and 
3)   How to act in an objectively timely manner (pg. 189) 
While Agryris acknowledged the need for self-reflection and communal, systemic or 
organizational engagement, he did not provide the same framework or “how” that Torbert 
does with DAI (Torbert, 1999).  DAI relies on introspection at the individual level and at 
the group level, it requires mutuality, vulnerability, presence and also the need to be 
objective which can sound paradoxical.  However, what Torbert (1999) and later 
Scharmer (2007) mean by this present objectivity is that in the moment one and or many 
are able to see, hear, sense, feel what is happening without assigning meaning tainted by 
our own subjective experiences to them.  
It would not be sufficient to change behavior or even our thoughts, this type of 
change asks us to critically interrogate how our thoughts came to be and gives us an 
opportunity to interpret new meaning from an old story. Similarly, Weick & Quinn 
(1999) describe a process of continuous change that is emergent; adaptations are slight in 
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nature and dependent on small but significant learning which slowly modify behavior 
over time. In this way, radical change, the kind of change that makes us question how we 
now what we know can happen incrementally: one question at a time.  Further, because 
of the pervasiveness of change, as one entity “becomes” every other entity within that 
being, system, or organization adjusts to accommodate the becoming. A person, a group, 
a system, an organization, a world, a universe is always in process, influx, weaving and 
reweaving beliefs and new beliefs creating new habits and pathways based on our 
ongoing processes of obtaining information and acquiring knowledge. It is for these 
reasons, that developmental action inquiry was the methodology chosen to support this 
research study. DAI calls for intention, mindfulness, inquiry and presence and most of 
all, allows for modification based on emergence and and promotes radical transformative 




Chapter Three: Methodology 
 This dissertation is first and foremost an attempt at better understanding the 
continuous concurrent developmental processes between an individual and her 
environment.  Specifically, how does a fat woman’s environment impact and inform who 
she is, as well as the inverse. As previously mentioned, several developmental theories 
support the idea that there is a relationship between self and system, but the processes by 
which we continually and concurrently influence and are influenced by our system(s) is 
quite a complex and under-examined area of study.  For this study, the methodology 
proves to be just as important as the research questions as the process will also be the 
product. In this chapter I will begin with an overview of action research as a 
methodological design to provide context for how this methodology works in service of 
the type of questions I ask. Particularly, I narrate the processes of how developmental 
action inquiry, specifically, is more precise for this study than that of action science. 
Next, I would outline the specific design of the study noting both what was planned as 
well as what was changed as a result of emergence from the collective. Finally, I will 
conclude with the limitations of DAI and the ways in which this methodology confines 
the type of product this study might have produced.  
Action Research as a Methodological Design 
Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice. 
~Kurt Lewin 
 Greenwood and Levin (2006) describe action research (AR) as “a set of self-
consciously collaborative and democratic strategies for generating knowledge and 
designing action in which trained experts in social and other forms of research and local 
  
50 
stakeholders work together (p. 2).  In other words, AR supports and facilitates 
collaboration between researcher and participants (collaborators) for the purpose of social 
change. In the initial development of AR, Kurt Lewin studied minority groups and 
discrimination in factory work settings and learned that change was both episodic and 
was worked through in real life situations (1946, 1948).  Lewin (1946) found it to be 
counterintuitive for research to be separate from the social entities it was meant to inform 
and asserted that, “Socially, it does not suffice that university organizations produce new 
scientific insight. It will be necessary to install fact-finding procedures, social eyes and 
ears, right into social action bodies” (p. 38). Change for the people should include the 
people.  
Argyris, Putnam and Smith (1985) would later add “action science is…a critical 
theory [that] seeks to engage human agents in public self-reflection in order to transform 
their world (p. 2).  For Argyris (1957), there was an intentionality or “science” around 
how individuals negotiated their actions in social situations to achieve a specific 
outcome, and the process of that negotiation could be understood through reflection on 
the actions. Such negotiation and reflection lead to what Argyris described as single and 
double loop learning. Single loop learning occurs when a group studied in its usual 
environment, learns to correct an error but not to fundamentally question their group or 
organization’s values and structure, while double-loop learning invites the questioning 
and probable modification of the organization’s values, which in turn modifies action 
(Argyris, 1976; Argyris & Schön, 1974). However, this is still insufficient for the type of 
change I wanted to create, double-loop learning does not address the meaning making 
processes nor consciousness of an individual or a collective.  
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Inspired by the work of Argyris and Schön and also Bateston (1973), researchers 
Tosey, Visser & Saunders (2011) work to conceptually frame the origins of triple-loop 
learning. Tosey, et. al. (2011) describe triple-loop learning as being a level beyond 
double loop learning incorporating a shift in consciousness.  Crediting Swieringa and 
Wierdsma (1992) with being the first to coin the term, they explain that triple-loop 
learning is “when the essential principles on which the organization is founded come into 
discussion [and] the development of new principles, with which an organization can 
proceed to a subsequent [new] phase” (p. 41).  The inclusion of triple-loop learning is 
critical in type of work that wanted to address transformative change. Isaacs (1993) and 
Hawkins (1991) describe triple-loop learning as addressing the “whys” of a group and 
facilitates the emergence of new paradigms. Through triple-loop learning, a group is 
allowed to ask itself why it has the values that it has, confront their origins and analyze 
their relationship to actions and behaviors. This is where I wanted to be able to go with 
my collaborators. I envisioned an environment where we could collectively question our 
paradigms that fat is lazy, fat is shameful, fat is bad and I wanted us to change them not 
only for ourselves but in an effort to create the small changes that would lead to bigger 
shifts in our environments.  
William Torbert (1973) describes action inquiry as “being the essence of just 
social processes” where the agents are also the analysts from the very beginning who are 
reflecting to formulate and, if necessary, modify the theories that uphold our values and 
influence our actions (p. 14).  Figure 1 serves as an illustration of how action inquiry uses 




Figure 1.  
Four territories of triple-loop learning, (Torbert, 2004) 
 
Single-loop learning focuses solely on modifying actions to achieve different results, 
double-loop learning questions the assumptions and rationale behind actions that, if 
changed, would also lead to a change in consequence (Torbert, 2004). Finally, triple-loop 
learning examines the context, paradigm or perspective, which house and uphold our 
assumptions.  In relationship to changing outcomes, here is how the one can frame 
understanding such movement according to developmental action inquiry:  
Table 1.  
Single-, Double- and Triple-loop learning’s relationship to outcomes adapted from 
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If I change how I approach the 
problem, that will determine a 
better course of action best fit 
for my desired outcome 
Reframing “how” we 









If I change how I understand 
the problem, I can create better 
strategies, solutions and 
actions to achieve the desired 
outcome. 
Shift in consciousness 





While triple-loop learning can be elusive, Habermas (1984) and Kemmis (2001) believe 
it can be achieved through the use of communicative spaces. Kemmis (2001) describes a 
communicative space as a “[network] of actual persons [where] issues or problems are 
opened up for discussion and when participants experience their interaction as fostering 
the democratic expression of diverse views…” (p. 100).  Additionally, within each space 
there are different perspectives that exist such as the personal reflection—first person—
the face-to-face community—second-person—and the community beyond that which can 
be communicated with face-to-face—third-person (Wicks & Reason, 2009).   For the 
purposes of this study, first person would be the personal reflections of each collaborator 
including the researcher, second-person would be the conversations we have as a 
collective of women who identify as fat, and third-person would allude to the greater 
community of fat women beyond the borders of our group. Each of these components, 
first-, second- and third-person voice, as well as single-, double-, and triple loop feedback 
are found in what Torbert describes as Developmental Action Inquiry (DAI), the chosen 
methodology for this study.  The goal of DAI is to “increase first-person integrity, 
second-person mutuality, and third-person transformational sustainability” through the 
use of single-, double- and triple-loop feedback (Steckler & Torbert, p. 106).  By analysis 
of the “I” first person, and the “We” second-person experience, my collaborators and I 
first assessed our own actions and behaviors namely through language and repeated 
patterns. Secondly, we began to re-strategize how to address problems or inconsistencies 
that we felt. Particularly, we tried to brainstorm how to “fix” socially unjust practices or 
circumstances. Finally, we began to question why our being was problematic in the first 
place. We started to reject that notion and in some cases resent that we housed those 
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beliefs for so long. We did each of these through self and collective inquiry, dialogue, 
mutuality, empathy and vulnerability for the purpose of feeling loved, accepted, 
acknowledged and worthy.  As I would discover, these factors were the true care of why 
my collaborators and I promoted fat or body positivity, it was not because of “fat” it was 
because we as fat people were tired of feeling inferior, unwanted or unworthy because of 
who we were, as we were.   
Research Context 
 If action inquiry is the vehicle through which my collaborators and I navigated 
this exploration through development and change, then relational cultural theory (RCT) 
describes the interior design of our vehicle.  As a point of distinction, while RCT was 
developed as a type of therapy for women, this group was not a therapeutic group. 
Instead, we used the principles of RCT—mutual empathy, vulnerability, shame reduction 
and growth-fostering relationships—in our meetings to support the goals of the research. 
Prior to consenting to the study, participants were explained how RCT would be used as a 
theory or framework for our group discussions rather than as a therapeutic method. Miller 
(1796) describes relational cultural theory (RCT) as both a process and a goal of human 
development asserting that the complexity of human relationships marked true 
developmental maturity rather than autonomy.  The focus on connection, mutuality and 
mutual empathy, authenticity, and connection through conflict and differentiation in 
groups makes RCT a unique model for using interpersonal connection as a medium for 
healing and reparation (Miller, 1976; Walker & Rosen, 2004). As such, this group of 
women and I served as the primary source of data collection and study for this 
dissertation. Further, in addition to the group experiences, each woman contributed her 
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individual experiences, as both the process of becoming, and the reduction in shame and 
potential growth in leadership capacity.  In effect, the actions, behaviors or thoughts that 
we would discuss or examine were not solely limited to those that happened within the 
confines of our group meetings.  Though, as we discussed other events we did use 
immediacy to notice how we understood the incident in the moment it occurred versus as 
we recalled it. Our use of RCT is meant to honor the types of invisible leadership and 
collective-dependent distributed leadership often found in groups, societies that privilege 
the collective and the individual rather than one over the other.  
 In Kristin Glaser’s (1976) work with women’s groups as an alternative to therapy, 
her groups consisted of no more than 12 women, interviews with group members, weekly 
meetings for approximately 90 minutes with part of group time spent on a task and the 
other spent on processing group dynamic.  Similarly, women’s self-help groups such as 
Overeaters Anonymous (OA) were founded on the basis of the need for group mutuality 
and mutual empathy and creating a culture where resonance around “fundamental self-
structures” or who you believe yourself to be could be found between both the self and 
her external surroundings (Jordan 1991). Each of these types of groups, Glaser’s work 
with women and OA’s groups specifically around the fat identity—albeit with a very 
different purpose than our own group—helped to inform the structure of our 
Fat+Wom*n+Leadership (FWL) collective. As such, this study contained 7 women, 
including myself, who openly identify as fat.  We took part in six group discussion and 
process meetings and one analysis meeting, for 90 minutes each, though each week our 
discussions extended beyond the allotted 90 minutes. In our first FWL meeting, a mind 
map was created of topics that we would like to discuss in the coming weeks, including: 
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diet, relationship with food, doctors and health care, clothing, Spanx, shopping, weight 
watchers and weight loss programs, media representation, leader representation, 
representation of fat women of color, family and inherited body issues, sex and 
relationships, and projections about body image. While many of the topics overlapped 
and were woven into discussions week-by-week, there was one topic that took up an 
entire two-hour meeting: sex and relationships. More about group discussions and 
outcomes will be fully presented in chapters four and five.   
Data Collection 
After receiving IRB approval for the study, a call to participate was placed with 
an emphasis on using social media. At the conclusion of a pilot study I did with fat 
women in 2013, I became aware of multiple body positive and fat positive online 
communities. Because I wanted to work with women who openly and readily identified 
as “Fat” a call to participate was placed in numerous fat positive groups i.e. Fatlandia, 
Size Acceptance for Empowerment (SAFE) and others which are “secret” so their group 
titles will not be given. Once individuals contacted me indicating interest in the study, I 
emailed them with a description of the study and a link to a demographic data survey 
which included items such as age, race and ethnicity, level of education, occupation, 
chronic illnesses related to weight and also what did being fat mean?  
There were three primary sources of data collection for this study. The first was 
semi-structured individual interviews, the second were the FWL group meetings, and the 
third was a document analysis of journals, social media postings and written group 
reflections via our facebook group.  Prior to FWL group meetings, I individually 
interviewed each participant. These individual interviews were semi-structured, semi-
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conversational, approximately 45-60 minutes in length and contained questions covering 
the following subject areas (Patton, 1987):  
1.   What does it mean to be a woman who identifies as fat?  
2.   What does it mean to me to be a woman who identifies as fat?  
3.   How have others contributed to my understanding of what it means to be a fat 
woman?  
4.   What does it mean to be in community with other fat women?  




Below is a figure that shows how the interview guide aligned with the questions guiding 
the research, (Table 2).  
Table 2. 
Alignment of Interview Guide with Research Questions 
Research Questions Individual Interview Guide Questions 
How do I influence my and 
the collective groups’ 
meaning making processes? 
(Unique to the Researcher) 
How does a woman who 
identifies as fat construct 
meaning of who she is? 
What does it mean to be a woman who identifies as fat? 
What does it mean to me to be a woman who identifies 
as fat? 
How have others contributed to my understanding of 
what it means to be a fat woman? 
How does a group of 
women who identify as fat 
construct shared meaning of 
who we are and how does 
this meaning making impact 
the overall developmental 
of the group? 
How have others contributed to my understanding of 
what it means to be a fat woman? 
What does it mean to be in community with other fat 
women? 
Does the development of 
the group influence 
individual capacity for 
leadership, and if so in what 
ways? 
What does it mean to be in community with other fat 
women? 
What is my role in the empowerment of fat women? 
As previously mentioned, each research collaborator took part in an individual interview 
prior to involvement with the FWL group. Interview time preferences were asked via the 
demographic survey given to every woman who responded to the call for participation 
(Appendix A). At that time, they were potential collaborators; I conducted ten initial 
individual interviews and proceeded with six eventual collaborators. Four of the women 
who were interviewed would decline the invitation for group participation for various 
reasons but namely schedule allowance, and group time commitment. Also, each of the 
four women who would not go on to participate in the study all identified as White. FWL 
group participants would inquire about this and attempt to make meaning of the event. 
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The interviews were semi-conversational semi-guided interviews that focused primarily 
on the following: social identity, meaning making, group role and involvement, and 
leadership (Appendix C).  According to Patton (1987), conversational interviews allow 
the questions to be personalized and matched to specific individuals or circumstances, 
and employing this method allowed me to ask questions specific to instances each 
woman would divulge or had alluded to in her demographic survey. While ultimately, 
every collaborator was asked the same questions in accordance with the traditional 
interview guide, supplemental questions and/or follow-up inquiries were interjected 
largely based on how each collaborator described her experience with fatness, community 
with women, and practice of leadership.  	  
Research collaborators. As each collaborator contributed to not only the 
findings but also to the flow and intentionality behind the process, they will be addressed 
as research collaborators. Herr and Anderson (2005) describe AR as a “process rather 
than a product” and see collaborators as contributing whatever they are able to offer in 
the given moment; it is, as they call it, an “ongoing relational negotiation” (p. 150).  
Additionally, as importance of the relationship in the practice of leadership has been 
previously addressed, each relationship becomes an opportunity to foster and develop 
leadership capacity. In this way, both myself—the researcher—and collaborators have 







My collaborators whose names are represented by pseudonyms were:  
Table 3. 
 Research Participants Demographic Information 
Collaborator 
(Name, Age) 
Race/Ethnicity Highest Level 
of Education 
Occupation Weight Related 
Illnesses 
Ava, 43 Multiracial; Caucasian, 
of European Decent or 








Gabriela, 27 Latina/Hispanic Bachelors Retail None 
Kya, 30 Black, African-
American 
High School Program 
Assistant 
Diabetes 
Lola, 26 Latina/Hispanic Bachelors Student None 
Adriana, 23 Latina/Hispanic Masters Student Depression 
Nori, 24 Asian/Asian-American Bachelors Student None 







I also served as a research participant, however, I chose not to be anonymous and any 
data attributed to me will be labeled conspicuously as “Jessica”. In addition to my group 
of collaborators, I interviewed several family members and close friends while visiting 
my home town of Atlanta. The interviews were approximately 30 minutes and were semi-
structured, using the same guide as was presented to research collaborators. The 
intention, however, of these interviews was not to inform the larger collective but to 
provide me more insight on my environmental context that informed my internal 
processes. This group of interviews was specifically intended to help address research 
question 1—how do I influence the meaning making processes of self (myself) and 
system (the group) for women who identify as fat? Interviewing people close to me 
helped me to understand myself within my context and how I came to develop my beliefs 
around fatness, and myself as a woman who identifies as fat.  
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Recruitment of collaborators. Collaborators were found by both convenient and 
purposeful sampling. Maxwell (2005) suggests purposeful sampling gives researchers the 
opportunity to include a representative sample, which provides more confidence in any 
proposed conclusions. Because I was interested in working with women that already 
openly identified as fat I employed the use of soliciting participants via social media in 
various “Fat Studies” online forums, chat groups, list-servs and communities (Appendix 
B). In addition, I employed snowball sampling and asked each individual if they were 
willing to tap their various networks to recruit more participants.  
FWL groups took place once a week meeting from January to March 2016.  The 
initial proposal for this research was designed so that one portion of our group time was 
to be spent on processing our group dynamics and the other portion was to be spent 
discussing the various assertions about fat women that have derived from fat studies 
literature, media and culture, and our own experiences. However, as is common with 
action inquiry, we found that type of structure did not “fit” in this group. I addressed our 
pattern with the group during week 2 and collectively we decided that we did not need to 
“break up” our time so definitively, but that the reflection was important. What instead 
became the practice was to address group process more in the moment, ironically, it is a 
counseling technique called using immediacy and is often used in RCT groups.  
Demonstrating an understanding of what is being heard, seen, or sensed in the moment 
creates a feeling of connection and builds empathy between individuals (Miller, 1976). 
Rather than to “save” group processing until the end of discussion, the group began to 
address process when we had a question or noticed that “something” happened.  For 
example after a lengthy discussion on body movement and family, Ava noticed that 
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Adriana had not spoken and pointed it out, specifically asking her for her thoughts and 
why she had been silent. While my planning as the researcher participant was to provide 
more of a framework for how each group would be run, I was open to emergent changes 
that would happen either organically or through group diplomacy.  While we did discuss 
the undercurrent of many of our discussion topics, it became readily apparent to me that 
this space was one where we were chartering new territory and many of our 
conversations were ones that had never been had before.  As such, our group meeting 
structure changed to accommodate more discussion and less formal analysis of 
discussion. The use of immediacy allowed group processing to be more organic. On one 
hand, our change felt more natural and came without real intentional defiance but rather a 
deviation to a way that best suited our needs as a group. On the other hand the fact that 
we had such a change, discussed it and carried on in a modified way illustrates a type of 
democratic validity because we each had a say in how the group would be restructured 
and we agreed to the new form (Anderson & Herr, 2005). Additionally, it demonstrated 
the distribution of leadership or rather power within the group; in RCT there is shared, 
mutual, influence and that mutuality works to empower members to continue contributing 
to the group process (Miller, 1976; Murrell, 1997; Spillane, 2012).  
Positionality of the Researcher 
As previously mentioned in my prologue, this work is one of both professional 
and personal importance to me. I feel paradoxically overwhelmed with inspiration yet 
lacking the language to appropriately explain what I knew to be taking place at the 
emergence of this research. I was different now since the arrival, since the process, since 
the analysis of my pilot study.  The facts are, it did arrive in a dream and categorizing it 
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as a dream rather than a nightmare is being kind. I saw forward motion into this work as 
diving head first into people’s pain, including my own. It was certainly not work I was 
initially excited about. “I want to talk to women who identify as fat, because the 
experience for me is so parallel to being Black—so many of the same feelings, similar 
kinds of treatment, similar shame and self-doubt continually reinforced by society—so I 
want to know if the identity has a meaning making continuum; and more importantly is 
there ever resolve and how will that impact my work?” Those words, or something very 
similar would come spilling out of me later that day after the dream to my mentor and 
committee member.  Despite sharing in my excitement, he was made uncomfortable as 
well, trying, in jest—I think—to quit my committee.  Both of our apprehension could be 
contributed to our own bitter acknowledgement that we identified as fat. Borrowing 
language from Kymaani (2014), we shared a “collective only” experience where although 
we knew there was a greater fat community to which we belonged.  I only knew my own 
experience with fatness and hesitated to share it for fear that somehow my fat was wrong 
or too enigmatic to be accepted by others. However, it was in this conversation with my 
professor in which we sat in absolute discomfort that we could both acknowledge that 
there was something important here; there was a ripe field of opportunity if I were willing 
to toil the earth.  
As I pulled various theorists who would support the developmental processes, in 
essence, the backbone of the work, we both paused and acknowledged that in order to 
capture the process, I was going to be asking an already vulnerable population to share 
their vulnerabilities with me.  While it was certainly helpful that I am a licensed and 
trained therapist, I had to remain constantly vigilant not to operate in that role within this 
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group. This was particularly important as RCT was a familiar therapeutic framework and 
I would be using in a different way albeit for a similar purpose. Simultaneously, just like 
in preparing for a client in therapy, I would have to become acutely aware of my own 
triggers, biases, and feelings. In other words, I needed to prepare to engage in rigorous 
self-inquiry around the topic—something that I was simultaneously terrified of and 
excited by. As I got closer and closer to the crux of what it was I wanted to study it also 
became increasingly clear that my own meaning making would be integral to my 
findings, and yet my own meaning making was sometimes very counter to what I would 
find in literature, and as I would later find, my groups’.   
As a woman who has been fat for as long as I can remember, it is no doubt that I 
belong in this community. However, the shame, and the isolation that many women 
reported in my pilot study and in the literature was not my experience. In fact, I had 
several people retort to me “… I’ve never thought of you as fat” when I described my 
participant researcher position in my work. At over three hundred pounds, I wondered 
how this could be the case? And yet, admittedly, I came to my own realization that while 
I fully own that I am fat, it is not often that I feel fat; at least not in the often negative 
soiled sense that fatness is often described. In fact, I readily identify with many of the 
traits thought to be counter to the fat narrative: active, beautiful, confident, healthy and 
strong. My curiosity around where I fell in the spectrum of understanding fatness began 
to grow. Was I “fat blind” and enabling the fat-blindness of others? Or was I evolved to 
the point where my physical self was integrated with my metaphysical self, causing no 
dissonance between this so-called soiled identity and an in-general positive self-image? 
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What was my own meaning of fat and how would that interact with my research 
collaborators?  
 Agreeing to journal, keep meticulous analytical memos, notes and insights, and 
the categorization of myself as an insider [who would be] in-collaboration with other 
insiders (Gordon, 2008; Heron, 1996; Saavedra, 1996) was the beginning of me 
understanding my place within my research.  Believing strongly in the assertion of 
Habermas (1971) that empirical-objectivity was an illusion because knowledge and 
interest were irrevocably attached, I welcomed the opportunity to co-create with my 
research collaborators rather than to attempt to remain separate from them. My own 
processes would be part of the discussions and there is a certain amount of grace in how 





 The overarching research question for this study is How does the continuous 
concurrent development of self and system influence the meaning making for a woman 
and women who identify as fat, and how can reframing the presumed soiled identity of fat 
increase their capacity to practice leadership?  The questions that support the 
exploration of the topic are again:  
1.   How do I influence my and the collective groups’ meaning making 
processes; 
2.   How does a woman who identifies as fat construct meaning of who she is; 
3.   How does a group of women who identify as fat construct shared meaning 
of who we are and how does this meaning making impact the overall 
developmental of the group;  
4.   Does the development of the group influence individual capacity for 
leadership, and if so in what ways?  
Methodological Research Design: Developmental Action Inquiry 
 As previously mentioned, developmental action inquiry (DAI) is the primary 
methodological design for this research study. In this section I describe each facet of the 
methodology used for the inquiry and data generation.  It is important to keep in mind 
that action research (AR) by design is meant to be emergent, and the intended 
methodological design was sometimes augmented by the collective.  These such 
modifications are data in and of themselves and serve as not only proof of validity as the 
process mirrors the group, but also facilitates empowerment of the collective to develop a 
sense of agency and intention around our actions. In figure 2, an illustration of the 
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emergent process that comes as a result of a community of inquiry; as the collective 
reflects, and evaluates themselves, they evolve a new plan or a new way of executing 
actions. These cycles are iterative and endless and suggest that new knowledge always 
has the power to produce new plans.  
Figure 2. 
Decision making as a cyclical process, (Cunningham, 1976) 
 
 First person. First person data was generated by both research collaborators and 
the researcher. I—the researcher—kept memos written after each FWL group meeting 
and journaled throughout the duration of the study from individual interviews to our 
collective group analysis.  Collaborators generated first person data through their 
contributions to the facebook group. The addition of the group itself was one that came as 
a result of collective consult. When I asked the group how they would like to contribute 
their individual thoughts, ideas, experiences, etc. they mentioned the creation of a 
facebook group.  The group served dually as each participant was welcome to submit her 
own thoughts and ideas, but it was also a passive invitation for others to comment or join 
their own thoughts around any given topic. The purpose is to try and capture the 
development or changes that occur in the self at an individual level.  
 Second person. Second person data was generated as the group analyzed and 
examined our own exchanges with one another. While we did video-record each group 
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discussion with the intention that if we needed to we could refer back to specific 
moments. The group collectively showed a preference for examining behavior in the 
moment as questions occurred to them. In attempted Bion’s (1948) work of using the 
work group functions to understand the assumptions and rationale of the harder to capture 
basic assumption group. What we would learn through our continual interactions, 
inquires and dialogue were our own internalized biases, detrimental internal voices and 
negative beliefs about ourselves, or fat women/people in general that were incongruent 
with the types of people we thought ourselves to be.   
 Third person. Lastly, the third person data, while beyond that of our collective 
space, was gathered inferentially. As representatives of the greater community of fat 
women, we had the opportunity to analyze, reject, accept, reframe, validate or create 
meaning around what it is to be a fat woman. Using the tenants of RCT, it was assumed 
that as each woman shares it would be authentically and we would offer mutual empathy 
for the experiences of others. This work would be an opportunity for the healing and 
replacement of previously shame-inducing experiences with connection and mutuality. 
Most importantly, through these second-person interactions it would affect the 
relationships in our environments beyond our group. One example of this was my 
questioning a romantic partner on fat women and then me as a fat woman. As he 
described mostly negative associations with fat women, he proceeded to also note how 
“different” I was in comparison. I presented the conflict with the group and we mulled 
over the idea of being exceptional as a sort of tolerance or conditional acceptance versus 
unconditional acceptance. As a result, I pushed back on this notion of my being “fat in 
the right places” with my partner and the consequence was that both he and I, and our 
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group were able to take a step back to see how we conditionally accept ourselves or 
others, and push back against it in our greater fight for unconditional value, 
acknowledgement, love and acceptance.  
The territories of learning show our developing relationship with outcomes. As we 
mature in our learning, we also mature in how we go about producing specific outcomes. 
Again, I reference Table 1 to illustrate how our relationship to outcomes changes through 
learning.  
Table 1.  
Single-, Double- and Triple-loop learning’s relationship to outcomes adapted from 











If I change my action(s), I will 
get a different outcome 
Modification and 
efficacy of “what” is 








If I change how I approach the 
problem, that will determine a 
better course of action best fit 
for my desired outcome 
Reframing “how” we 









If I change how I understand 
the problem, I can create better 
strategies, solutions and 
actions to achieve the desired 
outcome. 
Shift in consciousness 




Single loop learning. Single loop learning addresses only the actions of a person 
or persons in an attempt to produce a different outcome. For example, if one woman 
asserts, “Molly is fatter than I am,” negative reactions from the group may inform her 
decision to not say such a thing out loud again.  
 Double-loop learning.  Using the same example, double-loop learning which 
addresses the assumptions or beliefs might cause the same woman to wonder if indeed 
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Molly is fatter than she is. Her reasoning may conclude that she is not right in her or that 
it cannot be accurately determined which may cause her not to make the comment.  
Similarly, she might also think “Molly has fatter legs, but I have fatter arms” or re-
examine how she determines “fatness” to begin with, each thought causing her to 
question her beliefs about the fatness of herself or others and thus leading her to not make 
such a comment.  
 Triple-loop learning. What is arguably most difficult to achieve is triple-loop 
learning or learning that implies a fundamental shift in consciousness. In the same 
example, the woman may ask herself “why does it matter whether Molly is fatter than 
me?” or “Who determines who is fat and who is not?” She may continue on wondering 
the derivative of her preoccupation with judging fatness and how the appraisal of 
women’s physical appearance is both unjust and oppressive. Her change in fundamental 
understanding would be an example of triple-loop learning as the context or basic 
assumptions about how and why she knows what she knows would have changed.  
Triple-loop learning, as advantageous as it is, was the absolute primary goal of this 
research. Process mattered, development mattered, the individual and the collective both 
mattered but all only mattered so long as they supported the transformative change of fat 
as a negative to fat as acceptable. By removing the limiting binds of what fatness means, 
feels like, looks like, does or does not do, I wanted to gift myself, my collaborators and 
every fat person who would be indirectly affected by our work to feel the freedom that 




Can’t nobody fly with all that shit. Wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you 
down. 
Tony Morrison, Song of Solomon (1977, pg. 179)  
Data Analysis 
The following sections describe the ways in which I analyzed my data. The data analysis 
process was two-fold. I, as the researcher would code data from individual interviews, 
FWL group meetings, and all of the various documents in order to come up with 
recurrent themes. I would then use these themes to craft theories about our exploration of 
our intersectional identity. Also, the collective group would use knowledge from their 
individual experiences and the FWL group meetings—supplemented by video recordings 
of each session—to derive their own recurrent themes. Additionally, had there existed 
any incongruence between my analysis of the group process and the group collaborators 
analysis of our process, I prepared to employ the use of peer review. Approximately three 
of my peers were to be given access to my journals and analytical memos, as well as the 
final group process analysis. The goal of this would have been for my peers to address 
my blind spots as a bias party—embodied validity—and help to explain why my analysis 
would have been different from that of the groups. However, as I will discuss in detail in 
chapter five, there was remarkable congruence between my own analysis and that of the 
groups’.  
Document Analysis. After each individual interview and group session, I wrote 
an analytical memo archiving questions that I missed, interesting outcomes, points of 
distinction in the interview compared to other interviews, literature or other group 
sessions, and my feelings about the interview. These memos along with a journal of my 
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own running perspective during group participation were analyzed and coded for 
patterns, themes, and categories (Saldaña, 2012). While initially I planned to have peer 
reviewers help me to address blind spots or help to explain discrepancies between my 
analysis and that of the groups’ this step turned out to be unnecessary.   
Data coding. After transcribing each interview, transcriptions were loaded into 
NVivo and coded.  First level coding was open, focusing and labeling codes either 
verbatim or synthesizing ideas or concepts (Saldaña, 2012).  I began first by coding using 
the 58 codes derived from both my pilot study and fat studies’ literature (Appendix H). 
Codes such as, “evidence of judgment from others”, “needing to appear ‘put together’”, 
“not speaking up for self”, and “fighting the ‘lazy’ leader stereotype” are examples of 
some of the initial codes. After second round focused and axial coding sorted those codes 
into 8 themes: family, acknowledgement, intimate relationships, femininity, owning 
“fat”, self-care, health and accommodation (Saldaña, 2012).  These themes would serve 
as the basic tenants for the three theories I would derive from the research which are:  
1.   Fat as an adjective is markedly different than fat as an identity but neither are 
monolithic;  
2.   The intersection of Fatness and Womanness was largely influenced by a desire to 
affirm traditional feminine gender expression as defined in the Western, 
American cultural narrative;  
3.   Internal belief colors external experience(s).  
Chapter five provides an in depth discussion of these themes as they relate both to my 
research study as well as how they reside with my research collaborators, within current 
fat studies literature, and within the greater cultural context.  
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Analysis of narrative. The purpose of an analysis of narrative is to find common 
themes across data (Polkinghorne, 1995). Further, Polkinghorne states:  
Narrative structuring has a part-whole or Gestalt organization. It allows the self to 
be grasped as a whole in which the meaning of the individual’s events and actions 
of one’s life are derived from their relationship to the whole…it is only by use of 
narrative conceptualization that we can produce out of our separate life events the 
meaningful whole that we are (p. 137, 1991).  
Using analysis of narrative allowed me to take each individual story to look for common 
themes as well as each group session part of our work as a collective will be to process 
our experience and look for themes. The research collaborators and I engaged in analysis 
of our collective narrative to better understand and make sense of who we were as we are 
situated in our larger contexts: as fat, as women, as leaders, and as fat women leaders. To 
avoid too much influence of my own thoughts and sense-making around the data 
analysis, I worked largely alone crafting my recurrent themes. I would then meet with a 
member of my dissertation committee to talk through how specific incidences illustrated 
these themes and together we talked out the emergent theories that seemed to encompass 
each theme and experience.  I did not share my hypotheses with anyone other than my 
dissertation committee member.  During our final FWL group meeting, the time was 
spent solely on analyzing our overall experience and coming up with important recurrent 
themes. Prior to joining the group to discuss the themes I stood at the white board and 
asked them to talk me through the most important themes from our time together as well 
as their individual experiences as women who identify as fat.  Remarkably, there existed 
an uncanny amount of synchronicity between the collective’s themes and my own. We 
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each found that family, acknowledgement, intimate relationships, femininity, owning 
“fat”, self-care, health and accommodation were the most prominent themes, and we also 
both noticed what was “left out”.  In my own notes I commented on the overwhelmingly 
positive tone of the group and how there had not been many tears or evidence of 
withdrawing or anything to indicate that the group was not congealing. When I inquired 
“where was our pain” Gabriela would offer, “I noticed that we didn’t really talk about the 
negative stuff or we did but we talked about like how we handled it or how we got 
through it versus staying in the pain of it.  So I think that’s self-care. When we can look 
at how to grow or how we grew from something.” In her comment I was able to reframe 
how I saw pain within the context of our group. Yes, we had experienced pain in relation 
to our identities as fat women, however I was looking for pain through weakness and 
what I was being shown was resilience; the strength that can derive from pain.  
 Constellation analysis. The primary source for collective reflection and analysis 
of group processing was done through analysis of our social media activity through the 
Facebook group.  While we did video record each session, our reviewing of the sessions 
as was planned initially, really only served as points of reference.  In our Facebook 
group, we were able to offer both individual and sometimes collective analysis of a 
specific topic. Goldman-Segal explains, “the stories of multiple ‘authors’ can be layered 
in clusters or ‘constellations,’ in such a way that larger more robust theories emerge (p. 
163).” So, we were able to look at events across sessions and layer them to make 
meaning of a larger web of understanding which we chose to represent visually through 
our illustrated mind map.  The map was created in our group analysis meeting and shared 
within the Facebook group. Additionally, as I worked to create theories from the themes, 
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I was able to member-check right away to see if it fit with how each collaborator recalled 
our experiences.  I could point to a specific conversation or moment documented in our 
videos and collaborators could add in their new understanding. This back-and-forth 
collaboration created a constellation, each individual a star in the picture and the story 
that filled our spaces in between was illuminated by each of us.  
Triangulation 
 As the research collaborators were constantly involved with the data analysis and 
interpretation, the findings were continually triangulated with the group.  Pre-and post-
group individual interviews and follow-up conversations also offered the opportunity for 
triangulation of group findings with each individual collaborator. Journals and analytical 
memos (researcher) and a Facebook discussion group (collective) were used throughout 
the course of group meetings to member-check experience interpretation and 
understanding. The group also used the Facebook discussion space as a means to share 
articles, photos, news and thoughts that related not only to fat issues but also in regards to 
identifying as a woman, particularly women of color.  
Validity 
 Validity in AR is a topic that can prove quite contentious, especially for those 
who view validity from a more positivistic mental model.  In action research, validity is 
much more concerned about truth for the constituents than any absolute or transferrable 
truth (Winter, 2002; Lather, 1986; Anderson & Herr, 2005). As was often the case in 
therapy, Winter (2002) would also note that the presenting “problem” of a group would 
often simply be a symptom and not the true problem. Heifitz and Linsky (2002) point to 
this paradox in their distinction between technical and adaptive problems; often our 
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technical solutions treat symptoms when what is really needed are adaptive solutions. In 
DAI, Steckler & Torbert (2010) give us a way to begin to address adaptive problems and 
it requires our ability to get to triple loop learning. Therefore, when considering validity 
within the context of this study, what is meant is how accurately do the findings reflect 
the experience and “truth” of those involved in the process of action inquiry (Winter, 
2002; Stekler & Torbert, 2010; Anderson & Herr, 2005).  Anderson and Herr (2005) 
succinctly outline the five criteria for validity in AR derived from various scholars:  
1.   Outcome validity or the extent to which actions occur and lead to the resolution of 
the problem, which catalyzed the need for the study.  
2.   Process validity asks how problems are framed and addressed in an ongoing 
learning style for individuals or groups. If process validity, or the way in which 
one addresses the problem (method of research), is flawed then it will be reflected 
in the outcome(s).   
3.   Democratic validity speaks to each stakeholder in the study having collaborative 
ability to inform perspective and findings.  If not, the results will not be 
representative of the community being studied.  
4.   Catalytic validity describes how knowledge of reality for participants aids in their 
ability to influence, change or reshape reality.  In this way, both collaborators and 
researchers have ownership of “reality” the knowledge and insights is not 
privileged information but shared for the benefit of continued development.  
5.   Dialogic validity is found when a study contributes to a new understanding 
around a specific topic; in other words, new knowledge. If action research is 
known and described to be cyclical in nature, dialogic validity would be the 
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ability for a research study to produce a new cycle of meaning and level of work 
around a specific topic, phenomenon, or community.  
As previously stated, though our presenting “problem” was a lack of understanding 
around the experiences of fat women and how negative associations lead to lack of 
connection and opportunities to practice leadership. Arguably, the true problem was one 
of acceptance, acknowledgement and value and our commitment to participation in this 
group lends itself to evidence that we valued one another and the time we spent together. 
Our attempt to resolve this problem was through building connections (exchange of 
numbers, organization of carpool, supporting one another outside of the group at various 
artistic efforts), accepting, acknowledging and valuing ourselves and one another, 
illustrating a valid outcome.  We adopted each other’s language, body movement 
replaced exercise or working out, we promoted and supported Ava’s yoga and Kya’s 
burlesque and Gabriela’s fat-clothing swap, these examples show catalytic validity. We 
committed to one another much more than was asked or expected of us in the parameters 
of the study and demonstrated that commitment by immersing ourselves in our respective 
contexts sharing each other’s realities while holding both our own perspectives as well as 
one another’s. Our process validity changed shape as our learning developed. It may have 
begun with modifying language but it concluded with modifying our understanding of 
ourselves and each other as fat women as a women. Our processes, such as group 
structure and topics discussed or the decision to use facebook versus journals, were all 
derived from a democratic process where each collaborator was encouraged to help 
inform the group’s decision.  Finally, the theories that came as a result of our exploration 
of experience and themes certainly add to the body of knowledge on fat women. 
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However, they also prompt greater discussions around how attention to acknowledging 
and valuing all parts of a system, the marginal as well as the normative or privileged, can 
facilitate emergence of leadership from new sources.  
During the analysis of the data collection, validity was assessed according to the 
five previously described criteria. As the data was triangulated and member-checked with 
research collaborators, they were the best way to measure the study’s validity. As much 
of the validity is determined by method of study and outcomes, the flexibility of research 
methods was crucial to the success of the study. For example, the more structured group 
reflection was not properly addressing the intended outcome as outlined in my methods 
section, it was thereby the responsibility of my collaborators and I to decide how to 
modify our process to best address the needs of the study, as we did. Further, as in AR 
the problem in the action context must be locally valid, my collaborators were able to 
verify if the problem as I initially framed it is the true problem or if our inquiry itself 
needed to be modified (Cunningham, 1976).  Cunningham (1976) goes on to say: 
The AR process makes it highly unlikely that the investigator will know exactly, 
or in advance, the design of the inquiry. Since every execution has to be evaluated 
and judged as to how effectively it meets the plan, revisions to fit new needs will 
be necessary. As hypotheses are validated or invalidated by the interim results, the 
problem may be redefined and the hypotheses and research methods modified, (p. 
218).   
Which is to say, despite my best efforts at meticulously designing my research 
methodology, because of the continuously emergent and iterative process of 




 Action research was developed to study social situations with the goal of 
improving the quality of action through inquiry in a way that was previously unavailable 
via quantitative and qualitative research methods (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 1996 & 
Webb, 1989). It was not that qualitative or quantitative research methodologies could not 
produce knowledge that would eventually lead to improving action, it was that action 
inquiry privileged this idea as the crux of the methodology; knowledge through inquiry 
would lead to more effective action (Webb, 1989; Steckler & Torbert, 2010) Therefore, it 
is helpful to remember that as action inquiry was designed to be emergent and reflective 
of a dynamic community, the limitations of the methodology cannot be compared to the 
other methodologies, which are not. In fact, the changes within the study serve as 
findings and can create insights about the community that, if not in a community of 
inquiry, may go unnoticed or unexamined for meaning.  
One limitation of this study was that the validity is established to a, potentially, 
nuanced community. The findings may only be valid and true for those community 
participants involved in the research.  However, as third person perspective is designed to 
address, application to a wider community is not only a hope, but a goal of action inquiry.  
As with qualitative research, findings, may generalizable but instead transferrable so that 
those in similar situations or circumstance may relate to the findings (Bassey, 1981). 
While the findings are “our” truths, their greater implications hopefully speak to the 
larger community, not just of women or women who identify as fat, but to those in 
possession of soiled, marginalized identities. 
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 Second, time is certainly a limiting factor in this study.  As the process is 
endlessly cyclical, the time restraints of my dissertation study interfered with the organic 
group process, in that we were forced to come to a stop right as we were beginning to 
shift our paradigms. As a doctoral student under a time constraint for research 
completion, data analysis, and editing deadlines, the compromise was to make a plan for 
my research and to remain open to whatever may emerge as a result of my study.  
Knowing, too, that planning, a timeline and any sort of agenda around “authentic 
connection” ironically introduced many elements of artifice. However, despite the limited 
time and definitive parameters, there still existed enough space within the methodological 
design to facilitate the kind of exploration and development I wanted to find. There is no 
way to truly predict the group dynamics, engagement, and connection around the topic 
nor did I attempt to predict, instead I journaled incessantly about impulses I had to 
restrain or interject.  In this way the “limitation” provided me with insights about myself 
(RQ1) how I engaged with the group and how I would learn to modify my own actions, 
strategies and beliefs to facilitate my desired outcome. True to the nature of DAI, the was 
the product.  
 Lastly, as I called specifically for participants that identified as “fat women” there 
existed two biases. One was that by intentionally using the term “fat” I was both honoring 
the reclaiming of the pejorative term as was done in fat studies literature, but I was also 
implicitly seeking a certain type of fat woman. A woman who might identify readily as 
“fat” could be a woman who has had time to process and consider this part of herself as 
an identity. Therefore, the exploration of the identity as a new exploration could have 
been bias from the beginning. While three collaborators were found from pre-existing fat 
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communities, in their individual interviews they still indicated a great number of 
questions and curiosities around what it means to be fat. This mixture of experience with 
identifying as fat proved to be less of a limitation than a strength. Much in the way 
Vygotsky describes older siblings modeling behavior to close the zone of proximal 
learning, it seemed that those who were “new” to the fat identity experienced the greatest 
amount of growth and it was likely due to the stratification of those collaborators in the 
group.  
Ethical Considerations 
 Even prior to beginning the proposal for research, I was intimately aware that I 
would be asking women to talk about one of the most shame-inducing topics: their 
bodies.  Not only was I going to be asking women to talk in detail about their bodies in 
relation to the world and their respective worlds, I was going to be asking fat women 
about their experiences. There was a tone of hesitancy when the topic was first broached.  
In her book Fat Shame: Stigma and the Fat Body in American Culture, Amy Farrell 
discusses contemporary narratives for fat shame. “Fat, [Black or Brown] and overly 
sexual were all traits assigned to the lower levels of the evolutionary scale, a triage of 
characteristics that continued through the 19th and 20th centuries, (pg. 119-120).” Using 
anthropological icon Saartjie “Sarah” Baartman the “Hottentot” as an example of the 
unevolved woman, Farrell (2011) explains that society then constructed the white, thin, 
pure and chaste women as the alleged opposite end of the spectrum: the feminine ideal.  
Knowing this and yet I proceeded to develop a research study that was poised to cut 
straight to the quick of many women’s deepest insecurities.  I considered not only 
whether it was possible and probable, but whether I would be doing more harm than 
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good.  Consider the following quote from Geneen Roth (2011), author of Women Food 
and God:  
As long as I believe that pain is bigger than me, as long as I define being open and 
vulnerable as being vulnerable to annihilation, I believe in an image of myself: 
that I am someone who can be annihilated. And when I believe this, I bolt from 
different situations by engaging in various mind- altering and body numbing 
activities. I shut myself down or walk out the door when pain threatens to destroy 
me–which is any situation that involves another human being or whose outcome I 
cannot control. I live an autistic existence (pg.43).  
What Roth alludes to is the idea that in a painful situation where one feels vulnerable, 
there exists the likely possibility for numbing or “bolting”. Yet, I wanted to ask fat 
women not only to not bolt, but to actively and intentionally tap into that place and speak 
from it in order to connect with one another and to create a new sense of what that pain 
was or could be.  While it was certainly helpful that I am a licensed and trained therapist, 
I was also aware of the dual role I would be serving within the study as participant 
researcher. I was not also willing to serve as the helping professional.  As such, 
participants were given community resources for counseling services that would be 
available should they encounter any emotional discomfort during their participation in the 
study (Appendix).  Additionally, each woman was also made fully aware that her 
participation was voluntary and that she could terminate her participation at any time. 
However, none of the women required this support and in fact, the women began to not 
only reach out to one another for support but began to share other fat-positive community 
resources for one another to utilize in the future.  
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 While the method of conducting this research study was absolutely the framework 
for “how” my collaborators and I would go about answering the research questions, it 
was also much more. There was an acute level of intention placed on which elements of 
action inquiry would be best suited for this study. I had to choose a methodology that 
allowed enough room for my collaborators and I to breathe life into it and it had to have 
enough structure to guide us and mark our arrival at milestones.  The methodology 
provided us a way to make meaning of our process of being and becoming a collective as 
we worked together to explore the fat woman identity.  Fatness served only as the 
impetus to study the process of development between each individual woman and the 
collective of women, and our reflection on that process of becoming allowed for greater 
understanding on the continuous concurrent development between an individual and her 







Chapter 4: Findings 
Introduction 
 The research questions that support the exploration of the overarching question 
How does the continuous concurrent development of self and system influence the 
meaning made of fatness for a woman and women who identify as fat, and how can 
reframing the presumed soiled identity of fat increase their capacity to practice 
leadership are:  
1.   How do I influence my and the collective groups’ meaning making 
processes; 
2.   How does a woman who identifies as fat construct meaning of who she is; 
3.   How does a group of women who identify as fat construct shared meaning 
of who we are and how does this meaning making impact the overall 
development of the group;  
4.   Does the development of the group influence individual capacity for 
leadership, and if so in what ways?  
While determining how best to present the major findings for this study it became 
absolutely necessary for me to also revisit my purpose. Why had I chosen fat women? 
Because fatness was an under examined social identity both personally and in the 
literature, in comparison to other identities such as race, gender, and class. Fatness, then, 
provided a common bond which was accessible but also contained enough ambiguity to 
be able to accommodate exploration. Fat women because the research supported the 
disproportionate occurrence of appearance bias and fat discrimination for fat women 
compared to fat men. Also, I identify as a woman, so my desire to have community with 
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the collaborators meant that I wanted to share the gender piece of identity with them as 
well. Acknowledging the fact that this research study is in partial fulfillment for a degree 
in the study of leadership, attaching the practice of leadership also gave my study vision. 
The exploration of development and change are certainly important and, in theory, can on 
their own support just cause for study. However, attaching the findings of such an 
exploration to the work of practicing leadership gave me a way to situate any findings or 
discoveries made from the study of developmental processes. Again, with full knowledge 
that action inquiry sets an intention for transferability, it was also a goal that the findings 
from this study would and could be transferred to other underrepresented populations and 
the implications could help offer insight as to how to empower those at the margin to 
begin to take up the practice of leadership.  
Measuring a Successful Study 
As previously stated, the process of this study would also serve as the product of 
this study and one major finding would be confirmation of successful developmental 
action inquiry (DAI). Ipso facto, my findings would show evidence of an “increase in 
first-person integrity, second-person mutuality, and third-person transformational 
sustainability” through the use of single-, double- and triple-loop feedback (Steckler & 
Torbert, 2010, p. 106).  The desired outcome, as articulated by the group, was to increase 
body positivity and fat acceptance at the individual level, at the collective group level and 
also in our environments outside of the group. This outcome was not a consensus but 
rather the aggregate goals as I inquired with each collaborator on her reasons for 
participating and her goals for the group. Kya, Ava, and Gabriela—the three members 
who had previous experiences with fat communities and body positive spaces spoke to 
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wanting to “support others” in their “journey to accepting their fat selves”. While Nori, 
Lola and Adriana saw the space as a place to grow as individuals and explore their 
identity along with others who shared the identity. “I never really thought about fat as an 
identity until you brought it up,” Nori and Lola would say to me in their interviews. 
However, what was consistent across all collaborators was the desire to help both 
themselves and others—they were already considering the collective even prior to 
meeting the other women.  The individual and collective developmental movement of our 
group of collaborators demonstrates how we achieved the goal of acceptance and will be 
discussed in the findings.  Thus, in the following section I provide evidence of how my 
collaborators and I illustrated movement from single-, and double- to triple loop learning 
in efforts to increase individual congruence, inter-collective trust and mutuality and 
explain old logic and sense-making and prescribe the new emergent “way”.  
 
 The first goal DAI is to increase one’s individual integrity (Steckler & Torbert, 
2010). What is meant by integrity is the congruence an individual feels across four fields 
of experience: 1) the external world, 2) individual feeling and sensed behavior, 3) 
individual thought, and 4) individual attention and intention. Torbert and Taylor (2008) 
explain that as one participates in action research, the goal is to both act and inquire 
simultaneously; at the individual level, this requires that we engage in meta-cognition and 
rigorous self-inquiry about not only what we do, but how and why we do it. Secondly, an 
increase in an individuals’ integrity would indicate that an individual’s thoughts, 
intentions, and feelings would begin to more closely align with how they are also sensing 
and experiencing the external world with the goal being congruence.  An increase in 
second-person mutuality suggests that there is trust and understanding between 
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individuals within a collective. Third and finally, third-person transformational 
sustainability really has two components, an understanding of what “was” and a shift and 
allowance of space for what “can be”; the latter relying on the accuracy of the former. As 
I illustrate the findings from the collective, I will do so through each loop of learning, 
single-double-and finally triple loop learning. I will conclude this chapter with a 
summary of how each loop of learning led to success as defined by DAI.  
Becoming “Us” 
 I open with an overview of the groups’ progression in order to properly frame our 
movement from each week to the next. I begin with the group because it provides a big-
picture view of who we became as a result of our single- double- and triple-loop learning. 
The group was the space that facilitated our becoming and so it is to the group we must 
first fix our gaze. Specifically, I will draw attention to certain comments and questions 
made by various collaborators during each respective group meeting.  My purpose in 
doing so, is to use what is commonplace in therapeutic settings such as relational cultural 
groups, to indicate how the group’s members are relating to one another.  As rapport 
grows between a facilitator and a group or between group members, the types of 
questions shift from clarifying, closed-ended questions that solicit detail and facts to 
more open-ended abstract questions that hint at values and perspective (Miller, 1976; 
Sommers-Flanagan & Sommers-Flanagan, 2012). Thus, how we communicate with one 
another can illuminate the type of relationship we have.  
The first group meeting was strictly business. We introduced ourselves, mostly 
retelling our stories of being fat, the same stories each woman had shared individually 
with me during her pre-interview. I stood at the white board scribing as each woman 
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offered topics that she would like for us to discuss over the course of our meetings 
together: Sex and Relationships, Doctors and Health, “diet” Kya shouted, “but not being 
on diets, but actually what we eat because even though I’m fat, I don’t eat a lot.” I wrote 
it down. Clothing, Spanx in particular there was a collective groan from multiple women. 
“Family” offered Gabriela, Ava added, “Yeah and the body issues they gave us”. A quiet 
laugh followed her comment, I hesitated to find another word for “issues” but ultimately 
decided to write it down just as it was said though I wrote “issues” in quotations with the 
word image written next to it. “Issues seems entirely negative,” I said. The women 
nodded at me. I would later write in a reflection of this session that my own hesitancy 
came from not identifying with having inherited body issues. That did not feel like my 
story and so I had to be careful of how to manage including myself without being 
dismissive or re-framing the stories of my collaborators. I did not say anything to the 
group about it at the time, mostly because it did not occur to me in that moment. I would 
find instances of this often throughout our meetings together; I would withhold thoughts 
or opinions not because I did not wish to share them but because I did not yet know how 
to express myself. The first meeting ended rather uneventfully. I explained the structure 
of the meetings as I planned them with the caveat that we, as a collective group, had the 
option to change things at any time. We discussed food; “I wasn’t sure how to broach this 
given the nature of the group but do we want to have food at our meetings?” There was 
an emphatic “YES!” from the group. “Especially if we are meeting in the middle of the 
day,” said Ava injecting practicality into the discussion. Why did I assume food would be 
unwelcomed? Because the narrative from the literature was one that painted food as a 
toxic enemy of fat women. It was our enabler, it was our heroine the thing we ran to 
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when we were hurting or in pain, sad or lonely. “Write relationship with food up there,” 
said Gabriela, so I did with a line connecting it to diet. After solidifying our availability 
and our food preferences, our meeting adjourned with each woman leaving one by one 
saying goodbye and see you next week.  
 “Is there anything in particular we want to talk about today?” I asked at the 
opening of our second meeting. I felt frazzled. Lola and I had been running around all 
morning to get food for the group; she joined me because she did not have transportation 
and so I picked her up each week prior to our group meetings. I kept apologizing to her 
for my unpreparedness, she was easy-going and gracious offered to buy cups and cookies 
for the group. We left Trader Joe’s with bags of random snacks on an oddly cold and 
rainy day and we headed to campus where our meetings were held only to find that the 
building was locked. I called to confirm my room reservation and the doors were opened. 
The wind howled as we hurriedly loaded bags, laptop, drinks, cups plates forks, notepads 
and ourselves through the lobby and to the elevator. I did not have the energy to facilitate 
a discussion so I hoped someone would speak up. Internally, I worked to move past my 
scattered morning and become fully present with my group. I looked around after I posed 
my question to see who might step up to the plate. “Well…” Kya began, “I want to talk 
about sex and relationships.” There were a few giggles and Lola and Gabriella adjusted 
themselves in their seats seemingly ready to dive into the conversation. “What about 
them?” I asked and off Kya went into her experience and thoughts on fat sex. The 
conversation was catching, like wildfire, and it spread as each woman nodded and poured 
herself into the flames like kerosene, it was a passionate conversation. “He bought me 
diet pills and told me how much prettier I would be if I lost weight.” “He told me I was 
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the first woman he’d slept with who wasn’t afraid to walk around naked or keep the lights 
on.” “He loves me on top and doesn’t make me feel self-conscious about it.” One-by-one 
we spoke, all except for Adriana who while seemingly following and engaged in the 
conversation moving around her, remained silent the entire 90 minutes. At the end of the 
session we discussed Kya’s upcoming dance performance that we were all invited to. We 
each took a flyer and I later noticed a few of the women mentioned it on Facebook. 
Adriana left, offering Nori a ride home, smiling and happy and yet I wondered how 
comfortable she was; had “sex” come too early in the group?  
 “You didn’t say anything last week, was that uncomfortable for you?” Kya asked 
directly to Adriana. I had gone back and forth over whether I should reach out to her 
myself, but ultimately decided that if I were to do so, it should be done during the group 
meeting. This, I reminded myself, is why we are watching the video of our previous 
meeting and reflecting back so that we can speak to our experiences. Only, I did not have 
to do a thing. Kya was doing it for me. Ironically, sex was not premature, but the 
discussion of physical intimacy had cracked a door to a different kind of intimacy within 
our group. “Yeah, we want to hear from you, too. Is there anything you want to talk about 
today,” Ava opened the floor for Adriana. Excitedly she explained that it was not her 
intention to remain silent, she was just so busy taking in all of the stories. I understood 
her. It was all I could do to keep track of all the things we said and each new comment 
ignited new thoughts for me. I had to remind myself to speak up, too. The discussion this 
day was around family; how to be women from our mothers, how to be desirable from 
our fathers, how to be cool from our siblings.  This time, each collaborator fed the flames 
of our dialogue with details from her life. Not only was everyone sharing, but there were 
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instances where there would be pause and interrogation so that we could ask for clarity. 
Sommers-Flanagan and Sommers-Flanagan (2012) note that clarifying questions or 
“closed questions” help to pinpoint specific information and solicit the details that make a 
story more whole.  “What did your father say when you told him this was not the time to 
discuss weight?” We were leaning in, figuratively and literally, to one another’s stories 
asking questions that added facts, details and descriptions that would aid us in gaining a 
richer understanding of one another.  For the purposes of understanding our group 
maturation, the answer to the question is less important than the motivation behind it 
being asked. While Gabriela did go one to explain what she said to her father, the thing of 
note is that the group was trying to better understand Gabriela’s mindset and motivation 
around being able to finally tell her father that now was not the time to discuss weight. 
Our inquiry of his reaction and our leaning in to her story-telling illustrates the sort of 
investment we were beginning to have in each woman specifically when she was 
standing up for herself and her fatness.  
“Does anyone want to take the rest of this food home?” I asked. We had already 
gone over twenty minutes past our ending time and now we were gathered around the 
food table cleaning up and laughing at how good this “healthy” pizza had been. “I want 
that salad!” yelled Gabriela, I closed the box and handed it to her, “pear walnut I think.” 
“I don’t care what it was, it was GOOD.” “No pizza for Ava, she doesn’t eat meat 
remember?” Kya took the pizza home for a date she told us she had later at Lola’s 
insistence. We were learning each other. Not awkwardly bumping into one another, we 
had begun to pay attention in a different way than before. The small details that posed 
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like freckles on cheeks were becoming more traceable by the hands of…well as of three 
weeks ago, strangers.  
 “I thought you guys would like this,” wrote Ava on a post she sent to the 
Facebook group. It was a poem read by a Black woman about coming to accept her body 
and the skin she was in apologetically. We “liked” the post and it was followed by an 
article shared by Adriana and a fat-positive television show by Gabriela. “What happened 
with that guy?” Kya would ask me. I wrote in detail the conversation I had with a guy I 
was seeing; we had discussed my study. Each woman dissected the conversation adding 
her own thoughts and expanding on certain concepts such as being “fat in the right 
places,” Kya believed that such a statement was unacceptable. Later that week we would 
spill into the room laughing and talking already, each woman with a snack in her hands. I 
had written to them only two-hours prior via the Facebook group to explain how I lost my 
debit card at the beach the day before. I apologized for not being able to provide food and 
they assured me it was okay. It was evident that there was a sort of rhythm that was 
beginning to emerge in how we moved with and around one another. Where one of us 
(me) would fall short, the group would adjust to accommodate and keep us moving along. 
It was the beginning of our own murmuration, just like the flocks of starlings. There had 
not been a conversation about who else would bring food, it just happened. As we walked 
into the room, Lola and Adriana began arranging the chairs. Gabriela and Ava set up 
snacks they brought, Ava with bags of fresh fruit. Later, the room would smell of oranges 
and we would take a break to wash our hands of sticky citrus juices. We had never before 
taken a break, nor was there a discussion about taking on today, we simply took one and 
when everyone was ready to continue, we did.  
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Ashley Graham and her Sports Illustrated cover was the hot topic. “I hate that she 
was as covered up as she was. Some of the other models were naked!” Gabriela critiqued 
the inclusion of the plus-sized model yet the plus-sized body still being covered up. “I 
wish she was out there just like BAM!” We each talked about representation in the media 
not just for fat women but all women and how we had to walk the fine line of being sexy 
but not slutty. Ava Gabriela and Kya firmly asserting that they were feminists. They were 
joined by head nods from the others, myself included. I shared how I shied away from 
feminism initially because of how I perceived its neglect of women of color. Race and 
colorism seeped into the conversation, stories of light skin and dark skin and how our 
shade colored our life experiences. We noticed the lack of white in our group and while 
we were sure there was a deeper meaning as to why, we did not feel the need to explore 
it. Instead we dove deeper into ourselves. “Tell me about the Mammy stereotype, what 
does it mean?” “What does being a light skinned Latina mean?” “What do you mean you 
are white-presenting?” Listening intently, we wanted to understand one another. Not only 
that, we wanted to understand the world from one another’s eyes. We asked questions 
about culture, context, and perception because those were the things affecting the 
experiences of our friends. We wanted to know why the things that hurt us were able to. 
Geertz (1973) tells us that through our stories we can understand culture, politics, morals 
and values, perspective and interpretation. The details of our stories are what make-up 
who we are and how we exist in the world. Asking someone’s story is not just asking 
about them, it is saying, show me your world, help me to make sense of you so that I can 
see you better, hear you better, bring you into existence and affirm your being in the most 
intentional way possible. Not only that, but our shift from asking clarifying, closed-ended 
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questions had transformed to more open-ended questions begging for description and 
detail.  
 By the time our last meeting arrived we had developed a rhythm. If I was not the 
first person there, someone would call to get the door unlocked. I was not the one to 
arrange chairs, but somehow they would get arranged. I had learned to always have a 
vegetarian option, and fresh fruit. Golden Oreos, once opened, would not be left over 
with the other food but they were circulating seemingly the entirety of the meeting 
between us. Lemonade was always finished before water, so I learned to buy two bottles. 
On pretty days, someone would open the blinds. “Are you recording?” Adriana would 
ask me to make sure as I jokingly told the group I never knew when to start now because 
our beginnings and endings were not clear-cut. Lola would laugh and add, “Yeah because 
remember last week you took a picture.” She alluded to my mistake in taking a photo 
rather than pressing record on my laptop. We had become accountable to one another. 
Kya was running late coming from another meeting. Previously when she was late, she 
would text Gabriela, her friend from the San Diego fat community. Today, however, she 
sent it to the group. “We can wait until she gets here,” Ava said, and we agreed. Still 
recording, we talked and laughed until Kya arrived. “Get food first! Get settled in.” There 
was no hurry. It was not all about business anymore, this was about quality time together. 
As Kya fixed her plate, Nori got up and grabbed the Golden Oreos, she took a few and 
handed the pack to Lola who did the same and passed them to Adriana. We talked about 
manicures and eyebrow threading, we asked Ava how her daughter’s Birthday party had 
gone, they asked me how writing was going, we checked in with one another. Not 
because it was part of the group process, but because over the course of these weeks, we 
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had become invested in each other and in the happenings in our lives. I did not signal the 
meeting’s ending, it happened when we were done, one hour later than our planned 
ending time. We remarked on our sadness to leave. Without question we hugged one 
another, gathered our things, cleaned up and prepared to leave. We spilled out of the 
room same as we had come in, laughing and talking and together.  
Two weeks after the group meetings concluded Ava would write in the group, “I 
miss you guys”. We would each “like” the post. Now we were all real friends on the 
networking site but we were also real friends. Ava had gone to Kya’s last dance 
performance. Three of us made plans to visit Ava’s yoga studio. Lola, and Nori 
scheduled manicures together. We traded clothing brands, body movement opportunities, 
and we continued to inform each other not only on our individual lives but also 
happenings in the fat community. Sharing resources and ideas, this group had become 
one where we could think around a problem and get opinions from others and we always 
showed up for one another. There was not one post that went unread or un-liked or 
uncommented on. The day of my dissertation defense I heard from each collaborator, 
wishing me luck and letting me know that despite her lack of physical presence, she was 
there with me. “It’s in the same room?” Lola would ask. “Yup. And I planned that over a 
year ago, isn’t that crazy?” “That’s perfect,” she said.  
Single- Double- and Triple Loop Learning 
 
In this section, I will explore our maturation and progression through each of 
DAI’s learning loops. As we engaged in intentional reflection on our actions, the hope 
was that we develop and increase the efficacy of our actions. This means that as we 
continually question what we are doing, how and why we are doing it, our outcomes 
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become ways in which we can discern whether or not our actions are working. 
Additionally, our continual inquiry and learning gave us a way to change our actions so 
and we effectively produced the intended outcomes (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). Table 1 
describes how each type of learning can be measured for realizing intended outcomes.  
Table 1.  
Single-, Double- and Triple-loop learning’s relationship to outcomes adapted from 











If I change my action(s), I will 
get a different outcome 
Modification and 
efficacy of “what” is 








If I change how I approach the 
problem, that will determine a 
better course of action best fit 
for my desired outcome 
Reframing “how” we 









If I change how I understand 
the problem, I can create better 
strategies, solutions and 
actions to achieve the desired 
outcome. 
Shift in consciousness 




Single loop learning offers that a change in what we do, i.e. our actions, inactions 
or behaviors will produce a more desirable outcome. Double loop learning moves beyond 
action to strategies and suggests that if we change how we go about our actions, inactions 
and behaviors then that will produce a more favorable outcome.  Lastly, triple-loop 
learning calls for modification in why we are choosing to do, or not do, something in the 
first place. Triple-loop learning demonstrates that an individual and/or a collective is able 
to inquire about, reflect upon and rigorously analyze the context that is preventing our 
desired outcome, and looks less to a technical solution, but a more adaptive one that 
requires a transformation in perspective which will in turn change both strategies, actions 
  
97 
and behaviors (Heifitz & Linsky, 2002; Stekler and Torbert, 2010).  Achieving triple loop 
learning would include an understanding of both the old perspective as well as the new 
paradigm and would position the “problem” not with strategies or actions but with 
perspective in which the problem is embedded. In the next three sections, I will review 
single-double- and triple-loop learning as they occurred within our collective. Each 
section will include both our understanding of the problem, as well as our reflection and 
analysis on how to best address the problem as we understood it at that time. Movement 
through each section will demonstrate the maturation of our development and successful 
progression through each territory of learning.  
Single Loop Learning: Addressing Language as an Action; What is a Sexual Debut?  
First, as a reminder, in single loop learning modification takes place in action and 
behaviors, (Table 1).	  	  From my very first interview I was struck at the social justice 
knowledge and activism of my collaborators, and it was evident most notably through 
their language. Language such as “non gender-conforming,” “hetero-flexible,” “sexual 
debut,” “fat bodies,” or “non-fat bodies” were used often and intentionally by multiple 
women in the group. What I would come to find is that like Vygotsky (1961) posited, 
language provides insight to a person’s consciousness meaning their awareness or 
perspective. Likewise, it seemed the women used language to indicate their identities as 
socially aware and empowered women.  
Gabriela: …well when I had my sexual debut… 
Ava: cuts off Gabriela Wait, what is a sexual debut?  
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Kya: It’s like how people say ‘losing your virginity’ or ‘having your virginity 
taken’ but without it being like you gave something up or lost something versus it 
being like… 
Gabriela: …Like it was my choice and my decision.  
Ava: Oooh okay, so it’s like an empowerment thing.  
Gabriela: Yeah like, you didn’t ‘take’ my virginity, and I didn’t ‘lose’ anything, 
this was just the debut of my sexual self like with a partner 
Ava: I’m going to start using that. I’m going to teach my kids that. Sexual 
Debut… 
In fact, this attention to language was present from the very beginning as I intuited that 
by even including the word “fat” in my call to participants, I would be soliciting a certain 
type of fat woman. A type of woman who had a different understanding of “fat” than the 
often negative connotations of lazy or unhealthy; a woman who had made alternative 




Participant Meaning of Fat 
Collaborator What does it mean to be fat?  
Ava To be fat is to be treated as a minority in a majority. There is a lot of 
judgment on what it means to be fat and what someone is 'supposed' to be 
like. It is exhausting. I feel like I have to be ready for any angle people start 
their lecture on 'how to lose weight' 'how I lost weight' 'you must eat a lot 
of junk food' 'you can't be a yoga teacher like that' blah blah blah.  
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Gabriela I feel like I can write an essay answering this question because sometimes 
the word fat has different meanings to me, in both positive and negative 
ways. As of this moment the word fat is an adjective to describe a person 
who takes up space. Has a big belly, big thighs, and has back rolls. It's a 
description of a body with extra weight. Now if that's a good or bad thing is 
what varies with each individual and how society views fat bodies. For me, 
the word fat has always been associated with negativity. Never in my 
childhood had I been told, you are fat and beautiful. I've always been told 
the opposite; you will be beautiful if you loose the fat plus internalizing 
what the media message of fear with the word fat. It wasn't until I met a 
group of fat folks who embraced the word fat and connected positiveness to 
the word. Body acceptance is a journey that I have on for the past three or 
four years, and I still have a lot to learn. I am not as scared of the word fat 
like before. It's my identity, just like I identify as a woman of color.  
Kya Your weight, body frame, and knowledge and understanding of the fat 
culture/experience and how it's drastically different from thin privilege. 
Lola To be fat means to be overweight and unhealthy. It means to constantly 
think about what you are putting on your plate, how much of it, and if 
others are judging you for it. It means having to spend extra money on 
clothes, sometimes clothes that you don’t think are cute [because] what you 
would like to wear doesn't come in your size. Being fat means finding 
different ways to not look fat, so Spanx have become your best friend; or 
worried about someone sitting next to you on your flight knowing some of 
your hips will spill over to their side…which creates a sense of guilt, 
because now my "fat" lifestyle has become an inconvenience to someone 
else.  
Adriana 1. A marginalized identity, navigating in a world that consistently screams 
"You are too much. You don't belong. You do not fit in"  
2. Powerful, don't mess with anyone who identifies as fat. Being a latina, 
big, woman, I've grown knowing that my stance and voice has a power, and 
I shouldn't be afraid to use that. Big Latina Women, in my family, have 
always been respected, loved, and been considered wise.  
Nori To be fat means to be someone who is bigger than the average person. It 
means not being able to find clothing in your size, in the "regular" section 
and going to another part of the store. It means dealing with peoples’ 
assumptions of your size and what you are capable of. It also means having 
to work twice as hard to prove you are just as pretty, just as good, just as 
intelligent, just as hard working, just as deserving. It means society looks at 
your differently and treats you differently.  
 
It was apparent that the women were overwhelmingly aware that fat was not generally 
seen as a desirable trait and more something they had to often excuse or justify. But when 
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it came to the women describing herself there was also a counter narrative. This was, of 
course, not surprising. As Adriana would explain, “I don’t want ‘fat’ to always be seen as 
this bad thing or like fat people are bad people or aren’t as good as every one else.” 
Hence the reason why even though using the word “fat” can elicit negative connotations 
my collaborators and I chose to use it anyway. As it was articulated in the goals for 
participating in the study, these women wanted to change the meaning of what fat was; so 
it was no surprise that language would prove to be a powerful illustration of how they 
sought to bring about that change. The use of the word fat was a deliberate act that was 
meant to disturb the popular notion that fat was bad; our reclamation of the word was a 
way for us to implicit change the meaning of the word.  
 In asking Nori about how she understood her “fat” self she replied, “I’m fine with 
the way I am. I have like no problem with it like I’m very comfortable…if I wanna lose 
weight I can totally do it but like it’s part of my identity and when I think of [Nori] like I 
think ‘I wonder what a skinny [Nori] would be like? Would she be as funny or as sassy? I 
think about it and then I’m like ‘mmmm, no thanks!’” Similarly, Kya pushed against the 
notion that she should distance herself from the term stating, “I know there is like a fat 
fetish and some women don’t like that but I don’t mind it. Worship me. Adore me. 
Fetishize me. Like, look at me and think I’m beautiful and desirable and that my fat body 
is part of that. I love that. I love that I can be fat and be sexy, that I am fat and I am sexy”.  
The intentional use of the word “fat” points to the participants’ desire for congruence 
between what was known about fat women and what they actually felt as fat women. 
Steckler and Torbert (2010) describe first person “integrity” as finding alignment or 
harmony among our four territories of experience with attention to:  
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Our individual apprehension of the outside world, sentience of the living being’s 
own embodiment and performance, discernment of one’s 
feeling/interpreting/strategizing, and regardfulness for the dynamic quality and 
source of attention itself (105).  
Keeping in mind that language was our first action that we modified, it is then 
with language that one can begin to understand how each woman first as an individual 
and then as a member of the collective uses language to illicit change. We knew both 
“definitions” of fat; our own and the more popular connotations of the word, but what we 
wanted was congruence between the two.  First person integrity speaks directly to 
research question 4 which asks about how meaning making affects group development. 
Adriana captures the sentiments of the group as she explains that she does not want “fat” 
to be synonymous with inferior. As each woman describes what it meant to be fat, the 
double-consciousness around the word indicates their sense of discernment from the 
dominant narrative while also understanding their being subject to it. Kya would plainly 
assert, “I know in the black community people use words like ‘thick’ or ‘p-h-a-t’ but it all 
means the same thing, so why not just use the word [fat]”? Language was one way of 
trying to affect how we influenced meaning. In single loop learning, Argyris and Schön 
(1978) point to the seeking of errors; when one finds a schematic anomaly they correct it 
as a way of addressing the problem and improve efficacy. The collaborators in this study 
corrected one another’s “language errors”, but of course language alone is scarcely 
enough to affirm evidence of true shifts in consciousness.  
What language, and in this instance, single-loop learning drew awareness to 
incongruence; and as we worked to change what we said we also shifted our attention to 
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effectively communicate what we meant. In this way, language preceded a change in 
perspective rather than the oft espoused inverse (Vygotsky, 1961). While Vygotsky 
posited that language was more a symptom or substantiation of one’s consciousness, it 
was clear to me that the collaborators in this study used changes in language to try to 
address “faulty” consciousness. Further, correcting language was used as an impetus to 
impact consciousness. For example, in this exchange Kya introduces the phrase body 
movement to the group.  
Kya: I hate the word ‘exercise’ or ‘working out’ instead I like to say ‘body 
movement’.  
 Jessica: What is the difference to you?  
Kya: Well because fat people supposedly don’t exercise and just the thought of it 
reminds me of trying to do the mile-runs in elementary school and barely being 
able to finish.  
Lola: Oooh and ‘chub rub’  
Gabriela: Oh yes, I hate ‘chub rub’  
Jessica: Like when your thighs rub together and chafe?  
All: YES!  
Kya: Yeah so it just already makes me feel bad to think about exercise because of 
my size and being four-hundred plus pounds like, I can’t run. It hurts. It 
physically hurts to run.  But I can do body movement. So that’s what I call it.  
In Kya’s first-person account of explaining ‘body movement’ she attempted to modify 
the painful connotations that “exercise” elicited for her by changing her language. 
Perhaps thinking that if she changed what she called exercise, that she could change what 
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it meant to her. As a result, from then on every other woman in the group referred to 
exercise of any sort as “body movement” if not initially then by self-correction. Recalling 
the research tenant that in relational cultural therapeutic technique “mutuality” describes 
when a subject has empathy for her thoughts and feelings mirrored back to her; our group 
members’ willingness to reflect in such a way demonstrates such mutuality (Comstock et. 
al. 2008). Our desire and willingness to connect to one another served as an impetus for 
our development as a collective. Perhaps, in part, due to the nature of the group, single 
loop feedback and learning did not stay “single” for long. Almost immediately, the 
women began to question not only language but certain actions, behaviors and norms; our 
task to study our own behavior surely aided in the prevalence of the single-to-double loop 
learning. Our commitment to reflection meant that we quickly picked up on patterns 
within the group. This is important because as was reflected in our pattern with language, 
the group was articulating a desire for a bigger change than single-loop would allow. We 
wanted to be accepted as fat women and that meant not defending our fatness as one 
would a flaw or deficit. The tension between what we wanted and how we were going 
about achieving it spurred us to reconsider our strategies.  
Double Loop Learning: Changing Strategy and Developing Mutuality; How many 
people would even ask?  
 
As the collective pushed towards the goal of acceptance, we found that merely 
changing behaviors was not enough. Though we had successfully picked up on the 
vernacular to indicate acceptance or at the very least awareness e.g. body movement, 
there were still patterns that existed within our group that were not so easily rectified. In 
Table 2, one can recall that changing the approach or “how” we go about acting shows 
proof of double loop learning. Double-loop learning draws attention to our repetitive 
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actions—patterns—and infers that if we address our habitual patterns then we can 
achieve our desired outcome, which again for us was fat acceptance. The following 
exchange is an example of how we begin to question our strategies and patterns.  
Kya comes into the group and goes to sit in one of the chairs that Jessica has 
arranged in a semi-circle  
Jessica: Is that chair going to be okay for you? I tried to look for one with no 
arms but I couldn’t find one.  
Kya: Oh no, I’m fine it’s okay.  
The next week as Kya comes in she again sits in one of the pre-arranged 
chairs 
Adriana: You know it bothers me now that there aren’t some chairs with arms.  
Lola: Yeah like I noticed it all week like how I fit in seats or if there were different 
types of chairs for people. I could like, notice myself paying attention to that 
more.  
Kya: Yeah I have to think about it all the time but these are fine. Maybe I look 
uncomfortable but I’m not. But I have broken chairs before. It’s really 
embarrassing if it happens, I had it happen at a job interview before.  
Group Gasps 
Kya: Yeah so now I have to speak up and just say, “Um do y’all have another 
chair?” if I think one isn’t going to fit me or not be strong enough.  
Adriana: But like how many people would even ask? How many people would 
notice that maybe you’re uncomfortable or maybe you need different 
accommodations? Why aren’t we doing that more?  
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This second-person exchange between Kya and Adriana was demonstrating double-loop 
learning because Adriana was not just trying to correct the error of finding a chair that 
may have been more comfortable, but she was questioning why those chairs were not 
readily available in the first place. More aptly, Adriana noticed that there was a pattern of 
exclusivity for those bodies who may have different needs than the “norm”. Again, 
double-loop learning invites the questioning and probable modification of values and 
strategy, which in turn modifies action; it is not simply about corrective action or 
modified behavior (Argyris, 1976; Argyris & Schön, 1974). Additionally, Lola’s first 
person individual noticing of the lack of variety in accommodation for people of different 
body size was increased as a result of the initial exchange. Lola’s hyper-attention to 
accommodation also shows a growing level of mutuality between collaborators as the 
experience of one person impacted the internal processing of another. Though the impact 
of Kya’s experience was different for both Adriana and Lola, what was made clear was 
that we were having an impact on one another outside of this group. Second-person 
mutuality or being impacted not simply by consequence but also by the relation we have 
to our peers seemed to be very integral in double-loop learning (Steckler and Torbert, 
2010).  
 Third-person mutuality. Another relationship that was quickly revealed was the 
kinship between the fat experience and that of the LGBT community both in terms of 
language, activism but also of similar struggles.  When we discussed the spaces where the 
fat female body was accepted or where the fat body was not problematic, repeatedly 
women spoke to the inclusiveness of the “Queer community”.  In this sense and moving 
forward, I use “queer” to embody the community including those persons who identify as 
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lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, questioning, queer, trans, asexual and non-gender conforming. 
Kya explains, “When it comes to going out [in San Diego] I go out in Hillcrest. There it’s 
just about having a good time and dancing, twerking, drinking or whatever where as like 
if I go out downtown then it becomes about my outfit, how high my heels are, and my 
body just matters too much. But in Hillcrest I don’t have to worry about that.” 
Hillcrest is a neighborhood in San Diego that is affectionately also known as the 
“Gayborhood” by inhabitants and visitors.  It is the part of town where queer hallmarks 
such as the rainbow flag fly freely outside of storefronts and restaurants signaling 
openness and inclusivity.  
Ava: My yoga studio is in Hillcrest for a reason. I welcome all bodies, all shapes, 
all sizes, everyone can do yoga and Hillcrest is known for being a welcoming 
community.  
Lola: The place where I get my nails done is in Hillcrest. 
Nori: So is the place where I get my eyebrows done.  
Jessica: I’m in H-crest all the time. Like if I want to go dance, I’ll go out with my 
gay guys to Flick’s or Numbers or even Rich’s. Sometimes you just want to dance 
and not worry about being groped or whatever all night.  
Gabriela: Yeah like sometimes when you go out and men get all up on you it’s like 
‘excuse you!’ I’m not here for all that. 
Borrowing on the popular “We’re here, we’re queer!”  mantra of the gay rights 
movement, Fat activist Katie LeBesco (2004) recalls chants of ‘We’re here, we’re 
sphere!’ from the fat community. LeBesco details Pam Hinden’s “fat coming out story” 
noting that “coming out” as fat was akin to “coming out” as queer in that it meant that 
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one was going to intentionally and unapologetically forego traditional social norms; 
“coming out meant mustering outrage to engage in activities usually thought proper only 
for thin people (Lebesco, 2004, pg. 95).”  I asked myself if fat women were demanding 
that standards of beauty be expanded to include us or if queer people demanding that 
standards of marital commitment be expanded to include them, could be a type of 
objective or third person mutuality? The parallels were obvious. Queer language such as 
“outing” or being “in the closet” further illustrated the bond between these two 
marginalized communities. Gabriela would tell me at the end of her individual interview 
“I wanted to invite [a friend] to participate in this study but like I look at her and see her 
as fat but then she might not identify as fat and like, I didn’t want to ‘out’ her.”  I took 
notice to Gabriela’s choice of words; she did not want to “out” her friend as fat if that 
was, in fact, not how she chose to identify. She would go on to speak about how she 
previously tried to include classmates or friends in “fat friendly” activities with other fat 
friends but was rejected harshly. Gabriela resolved, “Now I kinda wait for them to say 
something about being ‘fat’ but like not jokingly or wait for them to come to me.” 
Says Margaret Wann (1999) on her last day “in the closet”, “living in the closet 
[was] not working…[I] decided to come out as a fat person and tried to do it really 
publicly and really loudly because [I] wasn’t going to put up with exclusion” (pg.95). In 
this instance “coming out” was strategic to indicate one’s acceptance of self be it our 
sexuality or our bodies. While it may seem paradoxical as a person is conspicuously fat 
where queer may be harder to visually assume, the idea of “coming out” refers to an 
individual proclaiming an internal truth to an external audience. Being “here and queer” 
or “here and sphere” was less about queer or sphere but in fact, it was about “here” and 
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the acknowledgement of one’s self which in turn calls for acknowledgement by others. 
This is an example of double-loop learning because it speaks to patterns of habitual 
behavior and is an example of third-person mutuality because it calls for a shared 
understanding between an individual and her environment or context.  
In her own way, Gabriela was “waving her rainbow flag” by openly identifying as 
fat and publically speaking about fat-friendly talks, doctors, or other resources. She 
modified how she went about finding her community members opting instead to let them 
find her. In each example, the women analyzed how they went about operating within 
their environments, and did not just make behavior modifications they altered their 
overall strategy and approach to the problem of exclusion. Whether that strategy was 
seeking connection through similar sub-communities, or finding new ways to connect to 
others within the larger communities, it is evident that we had progressed to double-loop 
learning which assumes that if we modify our strategies then we can produce a desired 
outcome. For Gabriela this would mean if she changed how she went about seeking 
community and with whom she sought community, she could produce acceptance. 
However, yet again, this double-loop approach to seeking acceptance for one’s fat body 
was still insufficient. It did not address the root problem that many of the women still 
struggled with despite having found community. The sub-community solution did not 
address the larger issue of more global acceptance of who we were as fat women. For 
instance, in this exchange one can notice clearly the lack of acceptance that still exists for 
Kya.  
Jessica: I saw you wrote on Facebook something about wanting more attention 
from heterosexual men this year 
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Kya: Yeah I wrote that because I do. Like, gay men love me. They always tell me 
I’m beautiful, how they love my body and they just celebrate who I am but I need 
that from a straight man.  
This concept of inclusion and this desire for acknowledgment, belonging or connection 
still felt evasive. We were changing our actions and behaviors, namely through language 
in an attempt to gain acceptance. Then we changed our strategies; Gabriela went from a 
“solicitation” strategy to one of more modeling moving from active to passive advocacy 
for her community. However, neither was yielding the types of change that was truly 
coveted as illustrated by Kya’s assertion. Sub-community belonging and 
acknowledgement was only scratching the surface. We started to realize what we needed 
was something much more drastic—we needed to change the world around us, the 
dominant discourse, the norms.   
Triple Loop Learning: Addressing perspective; Why are so many industries 
dependent on our misery?  
	  As we progress into triple loop learning, we move from analysis of specific, or 
habitual behaviors to the perspective, consciousness or mindset that produces those 
behaviors. Triple loop learning requires that our inquiry expands to have us consider the 
contexts that support our problem being problematic in the first place. Triple loop 
learning is all about the “why”. Not one collaborator remarked in her individual interview 
that she wanted to change the world. However, in essence, that is what we would find 
ourselves audibly wishing for, a world—not just a space—where our existence did not 
signify some sort of act of rebellion. Do you know how many industries would fall if 
women woke up tomorrow and loved who they saw in the mirror? It was a question I 
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posed to the group during our last meeting. It was a question I considered far too 
often.  One by one, my collaborators began shouting out industries, “Beauty” 
“Cosmetics” “Fashion” “Magazines” “Diet” “Oh my God…” the realization swept over 
the group as we each settled into the reality that our society is partially sustained by 
misery and unhappiness particularly and disproportionally the misery and unhappiness of 
women. Notes from the Fat Underground (1989)—a group of radical feminist therapists 
founded in Los Angeles—dictate that the moving target of physical perfection is nothing 
more than a Sisyphus tactic born of patriarchy to keep women preoccupied while men 
gained and maintained power. When I shared the hypothesis with our group, they were 
disgusted.  
Kya: Wow. More people should hear that. 
Nori: If you think about it, that’s disgusting. Why are so many industries 
dependent on our misery?  
There was a moment of silence that followed Nori’s rhetorical question as if at any 
moment one of us would come up with an answer. Here is where we realized that the 
answers are not going to come quickly. The framework of cultural narratives is in 
everything. It is in what we wear, what we eat or do not eat, what we say and how we say 
it; how could we even begin to understand let alone change something so illusive?  If you 
recall the social justice perspective from Kwan & Graves (2013) it is not “fat” that is the 
problem it is a culture which promotes and supports fat bias, fat shaming and fat phobia 
that is the problem.	   
Gabriela: Are we all women of color? Like is that how we all identify? looks 
around the room, all women nod in agreement 
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Jessica: Yes, I think so. I tried to get white women but it didn’t work out either 
schedule wise or for other reasons.  
Lola: I’m sure there’s some deeper reason group laugher  
Jessica: Oh I’m sure. But I did try.  
Gabriela: That’s interesting!  
Kya: Yeah, so I thought that like for Black and Brown women, like we don’t have 
to be stick thin, like fat bodies is more okay for us.  
Lola: In my culture, fat is okay in the boobs and in the butt, but you need to have 
a flat tummy. Latinos are not at all shy about plastic surgery, because it’s okay to 
be a little bigger but just as long as its in the right places. 
Kya: Really? That’s surprising to me because I thought the Hispanic or Latino 
culture was like the Black culture where being bigger was okay and curves are a 
good thing!  
Lola: Curves are a good thing, but in the right places like J. Lo, or Sofia Vergara.  
As Kya and Lola talked about fatness within their respective cultures, what was revealed 
was a nuanced difference in a perceived similarity. Kya thought she and Lola shared a 
cultural appreciation for curves since both were women of color and from cultures where 
a more voluptuous woman is typically depicted. However, Lola informed us that while 
voluptuous was accepted, it still came with strict body standards. Kya and Lola’s second 
person exchange ended by them sitting back in their respective seats; and there was a 
breath just before they pushed harder against the contextual framework.  
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Nori: I think it’s an American thing. Because back in [the middle east] it is not 
that big of a deal. Like when we go and get clothes made, we have to buy the 
fabric and the people will just say the word for ‘fat’ and it’s not a big deal.  
Jessica: Yeah in Jamaica it’s not as big a deal either. They use the word ‘fluffy’ 
and people will call you out on the street like ‘Hey fluffy girl’ but it’s the same as 
saying ‘Hey girl with red hair’ it just doesn’t mean the same things there as it 
does here.  
Kya: Is it different back in the south?  
Jessica: Well yeah, people back home…every other woman has a body like mine 
so I really don’t even think twice about it but when I came out here [to San 
Diego] I was like “Oh…man” 
Why is fat such a big deal? While my hypotheses on this question are more fully explored 
in Chapter 5, the question itself marks a shift in how my participants began to see not 
only themselves but fat in general.  
Lola: After you guys told me I didn’t have to get weighed every time I go to the 
doctor I was so nervous to try it but I did it! I went to the doctor and I go to the 
back or whatever and the nurse is like, ‘step on the scale’ and I was like ‘no, you 
guys weighed me the last time I was here and I don’t think you need to do it 
again.’ She was just like ‘okay’ and I was like ‘hell yeah! This is my body 
Adriana: snaps fingers 
Gabriela: Yes, girl! Don’t let them make you feel like you have to do that shit, 
that’s not why you’re there!  
Lola: Right, that’s not why I was there and they didn’t need to so I told them ‘no’.  
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In a previous group meeting there had been a discussion about body positive health care 
professionals and the contention that can often exist between fat women and those in the 
health care industry. Lola’s refusal to be weighed came at the helm of her going to the 
doctor for a non-weight related issue only to have her weight become the topic of 
conversation. Her refusal to be weighed was her way of redirecting the conversation 
about her body’s health. The most prominent examples of the women’s aggravation at 
their cultural context also include instances of willful defiance none more prevalent than 
that against parents. In table 3, four of the seven collaborators speak directly to their 
families in relationship to how they have come to see themselves. These four 
collaborators’ sentiments illustrate a sort of tension that required them to reconcile what 
they had been taught versus what they would choose to believe about themselves as a 






Participant Sentiments about Family and Self  
Participant Sentiment about Family Sentiment about Self 
Ava “My mother was not very nice or 
very loving to me…I was made to 
wear corsets so tight that some of 
my ribs will never be the way they 
are supposed to be again.”  
“I work to be gentle with myself 
and to teach my kids the same 
thing. I never want them to feel 
how I felt growing up. I cringe 
when I think about my daughter 
ever thinking she’s fat or that her 
body needs to be changed. My 
body is perfect. I want her to 
know hers is too.”  
Adriana “I was fixing something to eat and 
mama and papa commented like, 
‘oh are you having that, too?’ and I 
paused for a second and then 
answer like, ‘Yeah. Yeah I am 
having it.’ And I know mama sees 
me going to the gym and I say I’m 
happy and I feel better when I go 
but she always makes it about 
losing weight.”  
“I like how I feel when I go to the 
gym but I don’t want to make it 
about how much weight I lose or 
changing my body. It just makes 
me happy. I like making that 
choice for myself.” 
Gabriela “My dad owned a boxing gym so it 
was always ‘get in the gym’ ‘watch 
what you eat’ ‘you’d be so pretty if 
you lost some weight’ it was 
exhausting because it was always 
about how to lose weight.” 
“By the time I was in high school 
I’d been on every diet. Cabbage 
soup diet. Lemon water diet. 
Everything. I just got tired of it 
and decided I’m going to have to 
start to be okay with how I look. 
And I am, I look good!” 
Lola “Like my mom had gastric bypass 
and then my grandmother did it and 
once they did it they kind of 
became obsessed with trying to get 
me to do it as well and they almost 
got me but I felt like I didn’t need 
to do anything that drastic. But now 
my mom is thin and she is 
constantly getting compliments and 
people tell her how pretty she is and 
I mean she looks good…” 
“I always thought of fat as like a 
disability or something I could fix 
but that I was choosing not to…I 
[want to] learn to be okay with my 
body and myself. I love myself 
but I struggle with myself because 
I feel like other people aren’t in 




In these first and third person inquiries, the collaborators begin to not only redefine 
themselves, solidifying a sense of agency, but they also begin to intentionally intend on 
engaging with the outside world in a different way as well.  Because while we could not 
control the actions or inactions of others we could always change ourselves. The type of 
change, change in a belief system or change in how we understand our bodies and 
ourselves indicates the emergence of triple loop learning, as demonstrated here in this 
exchange:  
Ava: It’s because if I change what fat means to me…if it means strong if it means 
capable if it means sturdy and at peace, if it means comfort then it changes what 
it means for not just me but for everybody.  
Jessica: Right, everyone you interact with moving forward is now looked at with a 
different sense of compassion or like, grace.  
Ava: Exactly. Grace. That’s such a good word.  
In essence, as Ava and I discussed, as we adjust our internal narrative, this influences 
how we relate to our external world. It was known and discussed at length in the review 
of the literature how inseparable the connection between individuals and our external 
collective world is. However, what this narrative shift or change of consciousness 
suggests is that the way to shift our world is not simply a result of our internal narrative, 
it was because of our internal narratives. Jane Fried (1995) in describing paradigms in 
relation to the individual explains, “American’s [believe] for the most part that reality is 
‘out there’ to be discovered and not ‘in here’ in the mind of the observer, able to be 
articulated…This tends to make Americans quite naïve about viewpoint and its role in 
shaping perception” (pg. 62). Hand in hand with the realization that we could change the 
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way we thought about ourselves was the knowledge that in doing so, we were, in fact, 
changing the world; spoiling the fat identity.  
I learned how to be big by accident/The first few popped up on my inner thigh/when I 
turned fourteen, splaying out like white trees on smooth skin/A patch reached across my 
hips when I turned 16 and the white rivers opened up into a delta on my calves/ I was a 
landscape. I was art/I know I am supposed to feel ugly. They all tell me that no woman 
should look so well-traveled, but they do not know/ I am earth. I am sun and skies. I am 
the high road, the low road/ I am every poem about skin/ I am a world that cannot be 
explored in one day/ I am not a place for cowards.  
~Caitlyn Siehl “Stretch Marks” 
At the conclusion of this study it was glaringly obvious that the women who 
openly and willingly identified as fat were exhibiting one of the most radical forms of 
feminism. In hindsight, the connection between fatness and radical feminism does not 
feel revolutionary, but the ways in which the two intertwine create deep wells of meaning 
of which this study just began to skim the surface. Our inquiry and modification of 
language, patterns of behavior, and context did lead to individual and collective change, 
but still ultimately did not lead to unconditional acceptance of the fat body. It did, 
however, help us to contextually understand that the problem did not reside in our 
existence, but instead rests in a patriarchal system where women’s bodies were habitually 
and unapologetically objectified.  In her 2005 article entitled Why is Fat a Feminist 
Issue? Gillian Brown posits an answer to her own question asserting that, “fat is a 
feminist issue because fat women are embodiments of what our patriarchal society insists 
that women should not be.”  Fat women are too visible. Repeatedly, my collaborators 
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spoke of people commenting on their “bravery” when they chose to do ordinary things 
such as dance, dress provocatively, assert themselves, or be confident.  All of a sudden, 
pride in one’s body becomes a political statement, a fist in the air or a middle finger to a 
culture that refuses to make room for a woman to exist in peace if she dares to live 
according to her own rules. When we challenged that fat as others had come to 
understand it did not represent fat as we understood ourselves, it was the pulling of a 
thread. And once we decided what fat meant, our decision to diverge ripped at the seams 
of the fabric of the feminine ideal. Unapologetically, we think it should have come in 
plus-size anyway. This study suggests that as we modify, reframe and understand our 
internal narrative in particular, it cannot help but influence how we relate to our external 
world. This change of consciousness suggests that the way to transform our world is not 
simply a result of our internal narratives, but that change comes because of our internal 
narratives.  
Validity 
 Anderson and Herr (2005) describe the five criteria for AR validity: outcome 
validity, process validity, democratic validity, catalytic validity, and dialogic validity. In 
this section, I consider each type of validity in this study.  Earlier in my problem 
statement, I framed the problem to have three layers. The first being that shame and 
biases can serve as barriers to connection, second that without connection the 
development of consciousness using empathic and authentic connections and collective 
reflection may not be possible. Finally, the nature of the space would allow women who 
identified as fat to make meaning and define themselves in a way previously unavailable. 
Lola found a new sense of ownership over her body and felt more comfortable asserting 
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boundaries with her doctor, and Ava took in both the lessons from her past as well as 
those within the group, like body movement and sexual debut and made plans to plant 
these seeds in her own daughter. Gabriela and I sought to normalize body difference by 
our addressing accommodation in communal spaces. What we can notice through these 
examples are that through the loops of feedback we were able to push towards internal 
congruence, develop our mutuality among one another and begin to offer a new narrative 
for what fat is and can be. That narrative would be best heard in our being. While the 
problem of fat acceptance itself was not solved, the process by which those in possession 
of a soiled identity were able to create connections was demonstrated in the study. 
Further, the extent to which those connections were able to impact individuals’ capacity 
for leadership points to the presence of outcome validity. There was resolution in each of 
us accommodating a new dimension of fatness because we were witness to each others’ 
stories. Our evolution through single-double and triple loop learning shows not only a 
maturation in our collective developmental inquiry, but also process validity because we 
were making adjustments in continued efforts to address our problem of non-acceptance. 
The choosing of relational cultural theory for the groups was intentional because it 
privileged those components that were strategically designed to combat shame and 
disconnection. While there was no way to measure exactly how authentic or vulnerable 
each woman was, the invitation and the intention to be both was present and iterated 
numerous times by not only the researcher but the collaborators. For example: 
Jessica: I did notice one thing that was not explicitly discussed. Where was our 
pain?  
Gabriela: I think our pain was here but in a different way.  
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Kya: Yeah I didn’t think this group was about the ‘oh woe is me I’m fat’ it was 
about celebrating this body and our bodies and sharing our experience  
Gabriela: Yeah and like we shared our struggles and stuff but that wasn’t what 
this group was. Like, we were here taking care of ourselves and sharing with each 
other 
Nori: Yeah I have people who would ask me like ‘wait where are you going on 
Sundays again? A fat women’s group but why?’ and it’s like weird to them that 
we have this space but I look forward to coming here. 
Adriana: Yeah and I’m sad it’s all coming to an end, and this is the last meeting.  
This exchange came near the closing of our last meeting after the group had the 
opportunity to draw a mind map of what they considered to be significant themes from 
our study. In this short conversation it was clear that the process validity, or the method 
and planned process for the group had been successful. At present, the collaborators and I 
continue to be in touch with one another via text and the Facebook group. While we have 
not physically met all seven of us, there have been meetings as Ava invited Gabriela and 
Kya and I to experience her Yoga therapy after we expressed interest.  Gabriela shared a 
fat-positive comic series that Nori, Adriana and I planned to watch and discuss. There 
exists outcome validity because while we may not have gained acceptance from the 
world, there was this space that was created where we were free to express ourselves that 
continues to thrive despite its “termination.”  
Our group was just as much about fat womanness as it was about humanness in 
general. From the very first meeting, collaborators had complete autonomy in choosing 
the topics of discussion and each week they were the leaders of the conversation 
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demonstrating democratic validity. Discussions of familial relationships, romantic and 
sexual relationships, career, health and wellness, diet and body movement, and societal 
expectations and media influence are not unique to this population they are part of the 
human experience. Perhaps unsurprisingly those were the biggest themes that derived 
from our many hours of conversation.  Their –remember, my process was separate—
process for determining the important themes illustrates catalytic validity as each 
participant had the opportunity to not only add to the mind-map of themes but also say 
how each theme connected to the others. When it was complete, the map showed both the 
thematic areas of our experience as fat women but also that were much more broad and 
accessible to likely any audience. However, the commonality of the fat frame allowed us 
to access deep layers of these topics because there was the perception that we came in 
sharing an understanding and had a similar world perspective. This was especially 
exacerbated by the “coincidence” that each collaborator was a woman of color. Though 
through dialogue we would come to find our differences, it was that initial identity of fat 
womanness that brought us together in the first place.  
In summary, the most significant finding of this study was that a group of women 
with “soiled identities” were able to connect, influence, and grow with and from one 
another to effectively “spoil” the fat identity. Moving from bias and shame to agency and 
validation, the women in this study illustrated a process that deepened the way they 
understood themselves, each other, and the world. In the following, chapter I outline 
emergent themes that contextually explain the findings with specific regard to leadership 




Chapter 5: Discussion  
When I discover who I am, I’ll be free. 
~Ralph Ellison 
           Three emergent themes arose as I began to analyze and truly allowed the data to 
speak to me beyond simply looking for the pieces of validity, stages of inquiry and 
feedback. I was most interested in what I could understand from the data once I stepped 
back and looked at it more objectively, pulling out of both myself and the group but 
understanding how or why this would matter to anyone beyond the seven women 
involved. Admittedly, my passion was not in better understanding fat women or fatness, 
it was in exploring a “soiled” identity to better understand how a group of people 
working together could overcome shame, access authenticity and vulnerability, and 
practice leadership from that place of susceptibility. I did this through employing two-
rounds of coding. One round where I used in vivo and process coding and another where 
I used almost exclusively pattern coding (Saldana, 2013). In the first round I went 
through both individual interviews as well as reviewed each group meeting pulling out 
sentiments that were metaphorical or alluded to something beyond the superficial or 
apparent discussion; this was process coding (Saldana, 2013). Then in the second round I 
took those codes and saw how often they repeated looking both at frequency across 
collaborator interviews but also the depth to which each was discussed; whether it was a 
mention in passing or whether the topic was picked up and “worked” by the group—
Saldana (2013) describes this as pattern coding.  
In essence, this study explored three things: how an individual woman develops in 
community with other women who identified as fat, how a group of women who 
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identified as fat impacted one another’s development when in community with one 
another and how the role of a leader/facilitator of such a community impacted this 
community building.  The reason for that exploration was to better understand the 
development of meaning making as an individual and collective process, and how 
development impacted our practice of leadership. While primarily my investigation was 
about development, I was also extremely curious as to how these women developed (or 
not) and if they might grow more capable or more willing to practice leadership.  
Collaborators were seen as individuals but also as a collective unit of fat women and 
though I was the formal leader within the group I verbalized my desire to have other 
women step into roles of authority when and if they felt called. While there was never a 
formal discussion of leadership, there were examples for each woman that showed how 
she came into a deeper sense of autonomy, agency, empowerment, facilitation, or 
delegation. Examples of these will be described in greater detail throughout this chapter.  
Further, as I began to make sense of not only the collaborator findings, but my own, I 
first situated our experience within the context of our contemporary world. Next, I tried 
to put words to what exactly our findings meant or were evidence of and lastly my 
connections and hypotheses of what our findings mean moving forward.  
 As I mentioned in the opening of the chapter, there were three emergent themes 
that came from the data. They were as follows:  
1.   Fat as an adjective is markedly different than fat as an identity but neither are 
monolithic;  
2.   The intersection of Fatness and Womanness was largely influenced by a 
desire to affirm traditional feminine gender expression.  
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3.   Internal belief colors external experience 
Next, I discuss each of these themes in depth substantiating them with evidence 
from my own reflection and participation in this study as well as situate them within 
relevant literature. Finally, I conclude the discussion with thoughts for future studies and 
unanswered questions or underexplored themes that only began to emerge from this 
study. 
Fat is not a monolith 
The very first participant committed to this study was me. I am a thirty-one-year-
old Black woman, I grew up in the city of Atlanta, Georgia in an interracial and middle-
class home. My mother earmarks my weight gain beginning when she and my biological 
father ended their relationship at age 5. While I certainly remember people commenting 
on my weight as a child, it was never overshadowed by all of the other traits I possessed. 
I particularly recall being frustrated with the label “fat” in high school when I was fairly 
active and exercising in some form every day for various activities. My doctors said I 
needed to lose weight but that I was in good health, so my “fatness” never felt like a real 
problem. In fact, I would go so far as to claim that the majority of the problems I have 
ever had with my body was given to me.  
Beginning to explore my fat identity meant diving into a web of self-meaning. 
Preparing for this research, of course, meant a thorough review of literature. For me it 
also meant lots and lots of conversations with people about my study. If I had to choose a 
word to encompass the conversations I had and the existing literature, I would say 
“cathartic”. Which, indicates moving through a period of pain.  Repeatedly, authors noted 
that their research, essays, poems, activism and community building came from a place of 
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hurting in search of healing. Their contributions served as catharsis for their own pain but 
also an offering to the greater fat community. The more I read and talked with people 
about this pain the more distanced I felt from other fat women. I had endured hurt 
feelings, yes, but the type of loneliness or ache that was described by woman after 
woman was one that I had not myself experienced. In fact, beginning this research may 
have been the first time my fatness was directly tied to a sense of isolation, and I found it 
most peculiar that I was feeling lonely in the middle of women “like me”. After 
completing the individual interviews of every other collaborator I took a six-week 
vacation back to Atlanta. While there, I decided I would talk to close friends and family 
members about my study and fatness to try and understand why my experience was 
different than others. On December, 28, 2015 I wrote: 
I completed an interview with an old classmate today. I was surprised that she 
wanted to talk to me about identifying as fat because I would never classify her as 
fat nor would many others, in my opinion especially in Atlanta. At most, she 
would be ‘thick’. However, her story, the way she navigated through her world in 
her body, more closely matched the narrative of the fat literature and the fat 
women from my pilot study and even most of my research group. It did not seem 
fair that someone who isn’t even fat can share that bond when I can’t and I 
probably weigh seventy pounds more than her. What makes us different? What 
makes me different? (Research Journal).  
 This questioning around my “difference” came up repeatedly as I coded my 
journal entries and reviewed the analytic memos that followed each interview and group 
meeting. In fact, I spent much of this study—from October to March—questioning if I 
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was somehow missing it and as silly as it sounds, wondering if I was “doing ‘fat’ 
wrong”?  
I feel like a bit of a disappointment to my group. As we talked about family my 
familial dynamic was different from theirs in that there was no one in my daily life 
commenting on my weight. Also, my family, for all its dysfunction, is very tight-
knit and my parents have raised my sisters and I to be independent and largely 
autonomous.  I feel this disappointment most in relationship to Kya. Like 
somehow as the two fat Black girls in the group, we should click in many more 
ways but when she extends a way to connect, I can’t. Like the day we talked about 
the mammy figure and how the darkness of our skin paired with the breadth of 
our bellies made us somehow undesirable, you know, allegedly. But I never felt 
that. I almost wonder if maybe I did feel it and I blocked it out…but I genuinely do 
not recall ever feeling that way. Is it because of my family? Is it something I tell 
myself about myself; there has to be a reason for this disconnect. I know it is me 
who is the anomaly, I just can’t figure out why (Research Journal, February 21, 
2016).  
Collective only experience. In hundreds of pages of journaling, myself as an enigma was 
the most prominent theme. Fat as I experienced it did not mean I could not run, I had 
done 5ks and still enjoyed it as an occasional hobby. Fat did not mean isolated loner, I 
was always well-liked and fairly popular. Fat did not mean unattractive, fat did not mean 
unfeminine, fat did not mean lazy, fat to me was none of those things beyond rumored 
stereotypes. Yes, I knew them and I was even aware that some people may contribute 
those characteristics to me, but I also knew that anyone who would did not know me. 
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“Fat” did not fit in the catalogue of my lived experience. Kymaani (2013) describes the 
collective only experience as being one where even with those with whom you share an 
identity, you feel as though you are the only one who can understand your identity 
construction. I searched for theories to explain why my experience felt so singular at 
times even though there was often evidence of the contrary. One of them had to do with 





Dimensions of identity. In Jones and McEwen’s (2000) model of multiple 
dimensions of identity they point to the intersection of all of our infinite social identities.  
Figure 3. 






and state that “no one dimension may be understood singularly; it can only be understood 
in relation to the other dimensions” (p. 410). Further, at the center of these intersecting 
identities is a core that is fluid and responsive to context as seen in figure 3 (Jones & 
McEwen, 2000). One hypothesis that I had for my enigmatic experience with fatness was 
that my core identity was different than that of my collaborators. In initial interviews 
when asked to describe their salient social identities all of the collaborators chose 
identities that are marginalized e.g. woman, or associated with a marginalized identity 
e.g. mother. I, however, believe myself to have a core identity which is not marginalized: 
my socioeconomic class. While my race and gender are certainly salient social identities 
that I hold, both were impacted tremendously by my class and specifically my upbringing 
as upper middle-class. I had never been so aware of my class privilege as I was within the 
confines of this group. As we discussed plus size clothing, both their elusiveness and 
their expense I shared the following publicly with the group:  
I never really thought about it because I could find clothes pretty much anywhere. 
Maybe because there are lots of plus-sized women in the south so there were 
always places to buy plus-size clothes. But also because I could also shop at 
stores that sold straight sizes.  
I would later recall a time in college where I needed a business suit and my dad told me, 
“try Jones of New York, they have nice clothes or Saks has a good selection of plus-size 
clothes.”  It struck me that most people could not afford to simply go to Saks and spend 
hundreds of dollars on a suit. Though I even remember my friends going to places like 
Ross to buy clothing, I would too but it was not out of necessity. Having this realization 
was extremely painful. I began to wonder if the taunts of my childhood, being told I 
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“thought I was better than everybody” or “thinking I was white” held any weight, pun 
intended. I considered whether having a white step-father had given me remnants of 
white privilege where I was blind or deaf to injustices or the plight of others because they 
did not directly affect me. I recalled the lifestyle I had been privy to; one with three 
professional parents—mom and step-dad and biological father—all of which who owned 
homes, talked about the importance of higher education, retirement planning, financial 
responsibility, knowledge of other cultures of the world. I began to really understand how 
unique an upbringing that was for someone who looked like me. In discussing college 
experiences with my college aged sister she described a “struggle date” where she and 
her friends made dollar pizzas and sat out on the lawn on campus to eat. Ashamed, I told 
her I had never had a “struggle date” and my friends and I often ate at local restaurants 
and bars. She said, “Well some of us can’t afford that, Jessica”. My sister, while growing 
up along side me in the same household was born right as our family’s financial status 
began to change. While I grew up with three professional working parents—my mother, 
my biological and step-father—she was raised almost entirely with my step-father being 
the sole source of income for our family. I was away at college receiving monthly checks 
from my father for tuition, food, rent, and incidentals while my nuclear family was 
suddenly struggling to make ends meet.  It was through these and other similar exchanges 
that I understood the type of loneliness that fat women described feeling. Where I fit in 
and was comfortable in spaces which privileged, well, privilege, I found myself out of 
my depth when surrounded by the truth of oppression, injustice, bias and discrimination. 
My questioning around why that dominated my conscious until the conclusion of the 
study, I recalled:  
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After meeting with Zachary, I wrote out what I thought were the findings for our 
group. I did not share them with anyone or write about them in the Facebook 
group. But today in the group as I asked the ladies to list the themes, it was as if 
they heard every word of my and Z’s conversation. I felt like an idiot. All the work 
I do in group relations, how could I realistically believe myself to be so 
anomalous that the group and I would not be made up of the same things even if 
we expressed it in different ways? They even addressed the questions that I had 
about what was missing from our themes (like pain and sadness) without my 
probing and then proceeded to have the liveliest, and extremely vulnerable 
conversation to date. We all “went there” and for perhaps the first time in our 
sessions, I felt like I belonged there and not just because I had reserved the room 
(Research Journal, March 6, 2016).  
Facets of identity. It seems like common sense as most social identities do not 
lend themselves to produce monolithic experiences. However, when I entered this study I 
overestimated the amount of similarities that women who identified as fat might have, 
similar to how Kya assumed that both black and brown women shared sub-cultural body 
acceptance. This is a common tendency with group affiliation and identification (Tajfel, 
& Turner, 1979; Turner & Oakes, 1986). While it was easiest to notice and track my own 
feelings of being different there were also instances within the group as well. Wait, 
you’re fat and you’re black and you’ve been in San Diego for how long? Why don’t I 
know you? Kya was genuinely astonished that she and I had not previous crossed paths. 
She pointed out our physical similarities, being Black with dark skin, wearing natural hair 
styles, and identifying as fat. She went on to explain how small the fat community was in 
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San Diego and asked me, “Where have you been?” As if I had bypassed the registration 
table at a conference neglecting to confirm my attendance within this community to 
which I claimed to belong. I explained to her that when I moved cross country to San 
Diego the very first community I sought out was that of the Black community, next was 
the gay community, and I admitted to her, somewhat ashamed that it never crossed my 
mind to ask about a fat community nor did I even imagine that there would be an active 
group of women ready to embrace me should I solicit an invitation. However, for Kya 
and Gabriela, who prior to the study belonged to fat-positive communities, the idea 
seemed perfectly natural.  
Jessica: You hinted at a potential issue that actually might come up in this group 
because I’m asking people who self-identify as ‘fat’ and that can look like an 
array of different things.  How do you anticipate managing that if someone you 
may not perceive to be ‘fat’ is a participant?  
Gabriela:  deep breath There’s different body types within the fat community, 
right? It’s hard to kind of say ‘oh you’re a size 12 and identify as fat? Well no 
actually it starts at a size 16 and up.’ When we start throwing sizes or body types 
out…that’s a tough one but based off my experience it’s always around sizes like 
with the fat clothing swaps…When I became a part of the community they told me 
like, ‘oh well actually you’re on the smaller side,’ and I was like what? Like 
because I was always around non-fat bodies and I was always the biggest… 
Jessica: Do you feel like it’s different for people who might have been bigger their 
whole life than it is for someone who is newly coming into a fat body?  
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Kya: Absolutely. When you’ve been big all your life its all you know. You don’t 
have a skinny phase…I can’t relate to [experiencing that] but I can’t judge that 
but I could see how there might be like a fat elitism— 
Jessica: Well who would be on top?  
Kya: Oh the people who’ve been big all their lives, they’d be like ‘Oh you’re a 
size 14 now? I wish!”  
In these exchanges of the two collaborators who had previous experience of interacting 
with communities of fat women, they spoke to hierarchies that could exist and even 
judgment and labeling inside the community itself. Both indicate a presence of multiple 
perspectives co-existing within one identity. As if our own group could not serve as 
evidence that fat was not monolithic, these accounts point to the types of diversity that 
were not even explored in this study. What are the nuances of fatness and how do cultural 
norms permeate the fat culture? They are questions yet to be asked but now we know 
they can be asked, and answered with a wide range of possible answers.  
Fat Women are still Women 
 McKinley (1999) speaks to the importance of the mother daughter relationship in 
how the daughter comes to develop her body image. Daughters learn not only explicitly 
and implicitly what is considered attractive, acceptable, permissible or problematic 
(McKinley, 1999). Similarly, the collaborators in this study repeatedly pointed to their 
relationships with their mothers for evidence of how they knew what they knew about 
their bodies, themselves, as well as others. In Table 7, specific references to the 
mother/daughter connection in how we integrated our mothers into our self-image are 
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displayed. While Gabriela, Adriana, Lola, and Ava expressed frustration with their 





Table 6.   
Participant Mother-Self Body Image and Ideals  
Participant Lessons from mom Effect on self 
Jessica  “I remember one time my mom 
asked me why I didn’t love myself 
and I was so confused. She said if I 
loved myself I would lose weight. 
And I guess it stuck out to me 
because it was so different from 
everything she ever told me about 
myself which, in general was 
positive and good. I just remember 
wondering like, ‘do I hate myself 
and not know it?’”  
  
“Losing weight was the only thing 
I really ever truly failed at and 
after a while I started to think that 
maybe it was for a reason. Like I 
was somehow suppressing all this 
hatred I had for myself and 
keeping myself fat. I kept thinking 
if I hated how I looked enough I 
would finally do something about 
it but really when I finally really 
loved myself my weight didn’t 
even matter.” 
Nori “One time like a family friend 
asked me if I liked fatness in Farsi 
and I remember my mom and my 
aunt jumped on her like defending 
me and told them there was 
nothing wrong with me and I was 
beautiful. They’ve been my 
cheerleaders along the way telling 
me I’m more than like a number on 
a scale”  
“I’m fine with the way I am. I have 
like no problem with it like I’m 
very comfortable.” 
Kya  “My mom was very religious and 
had definite ideas about what a 
woman looked like and stuff.”  
“I am always like extra feminine. I 
like doing my hair and my make-
up, wearing dresses and smelling 
good. I think its because I was 
already fat and so I didn’t want to 
be unladylike or not seen as 
feminine…even though I don’t 
want kids.”  
Adriana “My mom was never on me about 
my weight it was more about skin 
color because she was a dark skin 
Latina. Still though, it was always 
about something ‘wrong’ or 
something to apologize for and I 
have to be like ‘NO’ there is 
nothing wrong with your skin or 
my skin or my size!”  
“I just got tired of it and stood up 
to my dad about weight and took 
up for my mom because he always 
made other issues about weight. I 
was just like uh-uh now is not the 
time for this. I can’t tolerate it 
now. Even with TV shows, if they 
start up with the body hate or fat-
shaming I’m like NOPE and I turn 
it off.”  
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Our sentiments illustrate how seeds of what our mother’s planted in us remained and 
blossomed into our own version of body ideology. It is very Freudian, and thus 
psychologically speaking, predictable that a daughter should derive her body image from 
her mother along with her sense of how to be a woman and what a woman is. 
Additionally, this had largely been a group of women who were particularly adept at 
making space for ambiguity around identity, and being open to discussions about how 
fluid and dynamic identity could be. Ava would describe this fluidity in terms of age and 
identity, “I think it’s a generational thing because even though I am older than you all, I 
fit in with this generation—the millenials. Why do you think that is? Because older folks 
still think we have to diet and…I wore a corset, like a literal corset under my school 
uniform. I had to because that is what we did. People now are way more free and there is 
a greater sense of awareness and really questioning expectations.” We never decided 
whether it was, indeed, a trait of the “millennial” generation exclusively, but there was 
certainly a consensus that the current tone of popular culture included a sensitivity to and 
awareness of social justice issues. And being mostly a group of millenials, we carried that 
same sensitivity. In a note from my analytical memos I reflected:  
In one of our last sessions I was up at the board drawing out a group mind-map of 
our themes and the group noted something about gender expression. When I 
posed the question, “Does anyone not know what the term ‘cis-gender’ means?” 
No one responded. It was the first time ever that I had asked that question without 
seconds later going into a full on explanation about gender expression and gender 
identity. It was reaffirmed for me that I was among a group of women who were 
“woke” (Group Meeting #7, March, 6, 2016). 
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The schism came, however, when for all of the openness and inclusivity, we still very 
much were defining ourselves by the traditional feminine gender expression. Despite our 
“millennial” attention to social justice issues and willingness to redefine the identity of 
fat, we still struggled to do the same for our identity as women. In fact, we were holding 
sacred the woman our mothers taught us to be. This exchange between myself Kya and 
Gabriela illustrates how we not only held normative feminine ideals but went above and 
beyond to make sure we fit within the traditional feminine narrative: 
Gabriela: You always smell so good. 
Kya: Thank you. Yeah I try to never be that stereotype you know how they say fat 
women smell?  
Jessica: I’m like that with clothes. I try to never be too frumpy or wear baggy 
clothes. I don’t even know if its because I genuinely don’t like it or because I’m 
always trying to not look bigger or lazy or whatever.  
Kya: Oh I love feminine things. I like to smell good, I like to do my hair and make 
up and wear dresses. I love that.  
It is certainly not to say that a conscious “woke” woman could not still hold fast to more 
traditional forms of gender identity expression, but it was notable that we did not even 
notice that it was our tendency until reflecting. Was this truly because of our mothers? 
True enough it could have also been a combination of our mothers and the cultural 
affirmation of what a woman is supposed to be. Pointing again to the cultural tendency 
for women to be disproportionally preoccupied with physical attributes rather than 
character traits, we noticed that even in this group where we felt empowered, we were 
still prey. It was in this reflection that despite our ability to be defiant as fatties, we were 
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not willing to do so when it came to our womanhood.  It elevated the way in which we 
saw ourselves; changing the emphasis from “fat” to “woman” and more aptly, it reframed 
how we saw the problem of seeking acceptance. Seemingly the realization that our 
oppression was multi-dimensional, as fat people and as fat women, also drew attention to 
our role as feminists and as activists. Gabriela exclaimed, “Damn, we spent how many 
weeks talking all about the different flavors of fat but not the leadership part”.  
But, had we not discussed leadership? Characteristics that comprised the practice 
of leadership such as agency, empowerment, vision, and mobility were all demonstrated 
by collaborators but were not specifically defined as practicing leadership. Further, from 
the perspective of being a double marginalized being—fat and a woman—it seemed that 
many collaborators were not able to connect their actions with the practice of leadership.  
And, while it seemed evident that breaking the barriers of what fat meant was very 
different and much more difficulty than breaking the barriers of what “woman” meant. 
Were we “prey” even when given the opportunity to be something else, to discuss 
ourselves in a new or different way? In this specific instance of the group, there were no 
men present yet much of our conversation was dominated by heteronormative 
relationships, sex and sexual expression, and our bodies. Is a woman’s narrative still 
limited even when it does not have to be? “What is it when I go to yoga trainings and 
someone says, ‘oh you must be a beginner’ or ‘it’s okay let me show you the 
modification,” asked Ava rhetorically, “What is that? And it starts even before the 
workout begins, it starts with the type of mat and whether or not you are wearing LuLu 
Lemon…” Attributing the hardships of fat women solely to patriarchy or misogyny could 
not fully explain experiences like Ava’s, which were layered not only with discrimination 
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because of her body but also because of class—because brands like LuLu Lemon are 
quite expensive—and perhaps a number of other factors. For a more complex answer to a 
complex issue I look to Elizabeth Fiorenza.  Creator of the term “Kyriarchy”—a term 
used to describe collection of interconnected social systems built around and upheld by 
oppression, Fiorenza (1992) takes into account the dynamism of humanness and how one 
can hold privilege with one or some identities while experiencing oppression in others. 
Osborne (2015) explains further:  
When it comes to understanding vulnerability in the context of [change]…many 
scholars have noted that it is shaped by multiple factors, including race, class, 
gender, ethnicity and sexuality.  Less widely acknowledged is the intersectionality 
of these factors’ that specific combinations of these factors shape their own social 
position, lived experience, and thus affect vulnerability (pg. 131).   
Us taking the time to explore our identities, as fat, as women and as fat women was not to 
the detriment of our questions about leadership. Nor was it limited to only what “women” 
are “supposed” to discuss. Exploring the intersection of gender and fatness and 
incidentally also being a racial or ethnic minority colored not only how we experience 
leadership but how we approached it. Relational-Cultural theory, the therapeutic 
technique and theory that provided the framework for our group discussions was rooted 
in feminism.  Its elements of authenticity, mutuality, vulnerability and focus on 
connection through shared empathy are what made our group what it was and was 
designed specifically to address the needs of women. The decision to use “fat” women 
rather than obese, overweight, or any other term indicated a preference for women who 
had reclaimed the word and took ownership of the identity.  Each of these components, at 
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its core, dealt with relationships to others and self, respectively. Both of which are 
essential to the practice of leadership as previously defined in this study.  
Experience Begins on the Inside: Leadership is Felt 
 When Haslam, Reicher and Platow (2007) speak of the “artistry” of understanding 
the environment in such a way that one can communicate on its behalf, acting as the 
intermediary, they implicitly call for those practicing leadership to be very intimately 
connected to her environment. I began to notice, first through my own journaling and 
self-reflection after group meetings that there was something to the idea that what we 
believed about ourselves impacted or influenced what others believed about us.  Our 
internal frames provided either barriers or opportunities, depending on our perspectives, 
and would then dictate our actions. Thus, movement through the territories of learning—
single double and triple loop learning—would provide the opportunity for us to shift our 
perspectives which could, and did, impact our experience with our external world.  Like a 
multifaceted self-fulfilling prophecy, the people within our various contexts were always 
responding to who we believed ourselves to be rather than who we actually are. 
Revisiting Winnicott’s (1960) concept of true and false self, people often project a false 
self in defense of their true self when they perceive anxiety or possible threats. If we 
consider the external world as a vehicle or medium for understanding internal processes, 
like a mirror, then to this end all successes and barriers have an internal element.  A 
barrier is truly a barrier when we believe it to be, as is a success or the overcoming of a 
barrier. So, as Scharmer (2007) discusses the barriers to presence—judgment, cynicism 
and shame—what was revealed in this study was that barriers such as these first became 
barriers when an individual internalized them and recognized them individual as a truth.   
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The large internal component to meaning making and communication of self—
True or False self—is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it would suggest that women 
who identify as fat have a tremendous amount of influence over who they are, who they 
are seen as and how they choose to show up in relationship to the external world. 
However, it seems to be a continual process of combating external pressures that are 
telling them that what it means to be “fat” is undesirable, lazy, and unworthy.  To this 
end, women who identify as fat are called to believe of themselves what no one else may; 
and they are called to affirm themselves in full knowledge that others may not ever.  For 
those who prefer the social constructivist lens, which this study obviously lends itself to, 
we can discern that this task of self-affirmation only is largely improbable and certainly 
not sustainable. Sawa Bona is a common greeting among the tribes of northern Natal in 
South Africa that literally means I see you (as to say: I respect and acknowledge you for 
who you are).  In return, people say Sikbona, which literally means I am here to be seen; 
so as to say: when you see me, you bring me into existence (Nelson & Lundin, 2010).  
Nelson and Lundin (2010) describe this greeting as a synecdoche for the tribal value that 
a person is a person through human connection and is affirmed by his or her community. 
Though not explained quite as succinctly, that is also the sentiment of social 
constructivists and social psychology; an individual cannot be made sense of without his 
or her context. Which brings us full circle to the role of leader as intermediary. 
Nicolaides and McCallum (2013) explain:  
While involving both intention and attention, we do not connect with source by 
thinking about it in third person. Rather, connection with source requires 
simultaneous awareness of one’s subjectivity, inter-subjectivity, and the reality of 
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the objective field—in a sense, a deep immediate awareness of relatedness among 
these dimensions of experience (p. 12) 
Source in this sense refers to Scharmer’s (2007) space where open will meets possibility. 
In other words, the space where anything can happen and we are open to allowing such 
emergence. Getting to that place requires the suspension of judgment, cynicism, fear, 
shame and threat (Winnicott, 1960; Brown, 2006; Scharmer, 2007). Leading from that 
place requires not only that suspension but a holding steady in that place—at the 
source—to facilitate the emergence of the unknown.   
Jessica: Do you feel a sense of responsibility to the fat community?  
Kya: No…I mean I guess I never thought about it but…I mean I don’t know…not 
really, to me, my own responsibility is…no I feel like I’m not that known or 
popular to have that kind of responsibility to lead and seriously I’m just living my 
life. And seeing other people do their thing, I see someone and I get inspired and 
it comes full circle. It doesn’t feel like responsibility I just feel like I need to 
encourage and be as positive as possible and learning. Always learning and also 
being patient. Being patient with the people who are newly fat and haven’t been 
fat all their lives and this is a new body for them.  
Kya stated she was not responsible yet then described all the ways she dedicated herself 
to this community. She was my second interview and from then forward I noticed that 
while these women often did not see themselves as leaders, they were still held with great 
regard and much of that had to do with their felt sense of obligation. They simply had 
different words for it. Ava and Gabriela saw their leadership as limited to their 
occupation, but were also the two most attentive to the needs of others in the group. Ava 
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with her attention on who was sharing or not sharing, Gabriela with managing the needs 
of the group, including helping organize the room, chairs, and food. What not is holding 
steady if not patience? What is leadership if not taking initiative?  
For the most part most other collaborator’s responses when I asked them about 
leadership or responsibility were similar to Kya’s. “I see myself as a leader at work but 
not with friends.” Or “I don’t feel responsible for people in my community but I do for 
my family.” Their views of leadership were more compartmentalized and seeing 
themselves as leaders were limited to those spaces. Yet, by the closing session they were 
acting in ways that were counter to this idea of not being a leader or not being 
responsible. Each woman was active on the Facebook page which started as a way to 
communicate group meeting times or logistics, but grew into a space to share ideas, 
quotes, articles, poetry, art and even thought-provoking or painful incidents related to the 
fat community. There was one week when I lost my debit card and was unable to bring 
food to the meeting and every single woman, without conferral or my asking, brought 
something to share with the group. After the first meeting when Adriana did not say a 
word, Kya reached out to her to ask why and Ava would ask to hear from her the next 
week. I was witness to numerous small acts of nurturing the spaces between each 
individual, which, as Uhl-Bien (2006) describes it, is where the practice of leadership 
occurs.  Regardless of what each woman would articulate, whether she was a leader in 
her sorority or at work but not among her friends, they demonstrated a counter narrative. 
Which leads me to my final point which is the new understanding of fatness. 
You’re not really fat. With the exception of Kya and Gabriela who had 
previously been part of fat communities, every other participant was new to the 
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experience of being in community with other fat women. Further, each woman reported 
repeatedly how when they told others, be it friends or family, about their participation it 
was met with confusion. “Why are you in a fat group?” “You’re not fat!” Lola would 
exclaim, “WHAT WORLD DO YOU LIVE IN WHERE I’M NOT FAT?” It was a 
visceral reaction to the incongruence of how Lola felt and how she was being treated, 
again showing the connection between internal ideas and external experience. Lola could 
not understand how other people could not see her as fat. Similarly, I could not see how 
each woman could not see herself as a leader. What both of these incongruences 
highlighted was the importance of internal perception and how strongly it impacts our 
engagement with our world. It is not as simple as who we believe ourselves to be 
overshadowing who others perceive us to be, nor is it only about our depictions. Instead 
all of these things are informing both ourselves and our environment about who were are 
and this process is iterative.  Yet, the way that we interact with our external world is 
heavily reliant and influenced by that which we have internalized as true for who were 
are and whatever we have taken that to mean. Not our labels, not our boxes, but 
something much more intangible and harder to describe. Further, as the contextual 
framework of how we have come to know what we know about ourselves changes, so 
does that response. No one was a better example of this than Lola. In the course of the 
group meetings she stood up to her doctor about her body. She went from being unsure 
about her fat identity to agreeing to be public about her participation in the study, 
messaging me about an outfit she decided to keep despite the “visible belly outline”.   
Lola would proclaim proudly, “No, I am really fat. But I’m a whole lot of other things too 




 So, at the end of the day, what does it all mean and perhaps more importantly, 
what is going to be different as a result of acquiring the knowledge produced from this 
study? When I step back from the three themes and look for the song-beneath-the-song 
and the webbing between each of them, I find the more transferable and relatable matter. 
First, what cannot be stressed enough is the importance of meaning-making.  
Interrogating the meaning-making process is how one goes about solving adaptive 
challenges. The type of change that includes a paradigm or perspective shift is the result 
of rigorous and continual inquiry around our actions. Second, the process by which one 
learns to reflect on individual and collective action is continually refined by the 
knowledge we acquire and the knowledge that evades us. In other words, we are driven to 
continue striving for efficacy in our actions by both learning more and subsequently 
discovering more unknowns. An illustration of this can be seen in the groups’ inquiry 
into how many industries were dependent on women’s misery. All of our knowledge up 
until that point had pushed us to consider the problem as one of context and bigger than 
our own individual actions and because of this, we were invigorated; “I wonder how 
many people know this…more people need to hear this”.  Kya’s question and call to 
action speaks to the tension between knowing and the unknown and how our answers can 
lead us to bigger questions. We are always in process; the more we understood, the more 
unknown we became aware of and were motivated by. This relationship speaks directly 
to the intimate connection between us and our environment and how because we are both 
always becoming, neither of us can ever be completely known.  
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Finally, as we consider the themes and major findings from this study the last 
remaining implication informs us that we can change our environments by first changing 
ourselves. After the overwhelming realization that solutions rest in contextual 
frameworks and transformative change happens in small ways over time, we settled on 
the awareness that our locus of control went only so far as our fingertips, yet we also 
understood how powerful we were.  Ava breaking the cycle of negative body image and 
body shaming in her family showed power. Lola demonstrating control over her health 
care treatment showed power. These acts were small and without proper context may 
even seem insignificant. However, within the framework of this study such acts show that 
small changes can be the result of major work.  
I find myself hesitant to describe how certain groups such as leadership 
practitioners, scholars, fat women, fat men or developmental theorists may, in their own 
way, have disparate implications from this study.  This hesitancy comes from my own 
growth as a researcher as a result of this study and realizing that though environments 
and contexts certainly matter, they are always subject to our individual human 
experience.  So implications for a human looking to this study for insights be it for 
practice, personal growth, knowledge or frivolity would all speak to universally human 
experiences. Feeling shame, feelings of not belonging, feelings of being unheard or 
misunderstood; those are not just for fat women. Learning to be authentic, to trust others 
with your truth, to share for the purpose of creating community and connecting with 
someone else’s story those are not just what fat women do to feel okay in our fat skin. 
The findings from this study are meant to speak to the “fat woman” that resides in all of 
us. The piece of us that goes unnoticed, the part of ourselves we struggle to give voice to, 
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the side of our being we struggle to shine a light on and show off to the world is our fat 
woman. I do not mean to diminish the tremendous work that was done specifically by and 
primarily for fat women. However, when I reflect and when we reflected on what our 
time together meant, it all was about so much more than being recognized as a fat woman 
or being accepted as a fat woman. We wanted to simply be accepted for who we were and 
that happened to be a fat woman. The most important implication of all being that no one 
could give us that acceptance before we gave it to ourselves.  
Considerations for Future Study 
 
 While the point of action research is not to produce generalizable data, many of 
the concepts that were discussed within this group are universal in nature. The idea that 
language matters, the thought that I am my sisters’ or my brothers’ keeper, and the notion 
that our self-beliefs influence our life experience are not limited to fat women. Therefore, 
those who may read this study could take pieces of its implications and apply them in 
new ways to new populations.  I believe there is definitely more work to do be done 
exploring the fat identity of men, women, and non gender conforming. The influence on 
gender normativity and the paradox of fat women being either purely sexual or 
completely non-sexual certainly requires further exploration. However, what I think is 
most relevant given our world climate is looking at how women’s’ self narratives or 
internalized appearance biases are the greatest barriers to stepping into leadership roles. 
This finding around the dynamic and interaction between self discourse and world 
experience was very much under-examined. I believe the field of leadership could greatly 
benefit from a quantitative look at the relationship between our internal narratives and 
external outcomes particularly as it relates to how people lead, why or why not. The most 
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pressing reason for quantitative analysis would be to identify whether or not this 
relationship between internal narratives and external outcomes was in fact significant for 
other oppressed and marginalized populations. In other words, quantitative analysis could 
test the transferability and perhaps more quickly assert that this is not a “fat” issue or a 
“race” issue, but a more human one. Not with the expectation that every aspect of this 
study will transfer or be relatable to every other minority or marginal population, but with 
the expectation that there will be more sameness than difference. That said there are 
many dimensions of this study that serve as an impetus for future research. Namely, 
looking at how fat white women’s experiences may be similar or dissimilar to that of fat 
women of color.  Also, expanding beyond gender and considering the experiences of fat 
men as well as non gender binary fat people. As social identities are endlessly 
intersectional, any combination of “fat and…” might yield both affirming and 
disaffirming points of comparison.  
 Given more time, I would have loved to further explore cis-gender normativity 
and traditional ideals with my collaborators. W had only just arrived at the realization 
that we were limiting ourselves to the traditional views of womanness when our 
discussions ended, that area certainly could have been explored more deeply. 
Additionally, doing cross case analysis with regionally clustered groups of fat woman 
would also prove to be informative. As we learned, self-definition was instrumental in 
how we interacted with our environment yet “fat” was not always universally understood. 
My fat experiences were different from others of my participants who grew up as 
anomalies within their communities. Looking to see how other fat women around the 
country would allow us to better understand how we are shaped by the world around us.  
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Lastly, a global perspective which looks at both fatness and womanness in leadership 
would help add to understand around both the inception of leadership ideals, feminine 
ideals and how the two intersect from a cross cultural comparative perspective. As we 
look at fat acceptance from each of these and many other perspectives, it allows us more 
answers but also more questions, more room for progression more room for expansion 
and hopefully more ways to relate to one another.  
Summary 
 Much of this study centered around the identity of being a fat woman. However, 
the intention behind this study was to use what was to be learned from fat women to be 
able to empower other marginalized, oppressed, and shame-riddled populations.  I wanted 
to learn how to empower by actively participating in the process myself with others who 
shared a marginalized, oppressed and shame-riddled identity. More than empowering fat 
women, my goal as a researcher and as a scholar in the field of leadership studies was to 
unearth a way to understand the delicate interplay between the individual self and the 
larger social systems we are part of.  I wanted to understand how we could change as 
individuals, as a group and beyond ourselves if the intention was set to be authentic, 
vulnerable, and empathic.  I used developmental action inquiry (DAI) to create an 
environment of intentional reflection around action because I wanted the collective group 
to be an active participant in not only changing but how we changed and what elements 
of both ourselves and the group we decided to modify. It could certainly be a bit of my 
own self-fulfilled prophecy that I was able to see change as a result of these intentions, 
however that would not account for all of the bits of evidence that were generated 
without me. For example, the creation and expansion of the use of the Facebook group, 
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which grew from logistics to a resource network. Or the car-pools that were organized 
among the women, the side conversations “checking-in”, and the exchange of fat-friendly 
doctors, estheticians, outdoor activities, and neighborhoods. This data emerged and was 
not prompted by me, nor it did not happen immediately, it was a product of our continual 
reflective inquiry. Over time, as the nature of what each woman offered the group grew 
in value, from first her “fat story” to closing with how she learned to love herself, the 
groups’ connection deepened. It happened in a way I wanted but not in a way I could 
have predicted or planned for. In fact, much of my own facilitation was less about doing 
and more about simply providing the space for this type of exploration and inquiry to 
occur.  
 Another takeaway was the power of stories; from telling our stories and sharing 
our stories with one another we were able to grow from a collective of individuals to a 
collective. As a participant-researcher this required finesse; I had to consistently ask 
myself the same question I had learned to reflect on during my counseling days, “What is 
your reason for sharing this information?” What made it different from my counseling 
days was that it was not meant to ebb self-discloser but it was meant to create intention 
around my sharing and to begin to notice when I shared to drive conversation or to add 
my voice, or when I was sharing because I simply longed to be heard and to be joined. At 
one point I mentioned my battle with anxiety and stress in groups to test the safety of the 
topic with the group. Gabriela provided reassurance and began a conversation about self-
care and well-being. Each woman, in her own way, offered themselves in a way that 
continually communicated, “This is a safe space.” Ava asked us how she should talk to 
her daughter about her own painful childhood. We told her of her bravery and honesty 
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with us, and what it meant to us to hear her story through the emotion and we encouraged 
her, to let her know how powerful it was to hear a story told in that way. So it was not 
just the story, it was not just the details, it was also the emotion the rawness, the 
unfiltered and unadulterated visceral delivery of the story. I call this type of truth-telling 
naked truth because it conjures the feeling of being nude, exposed, and unable to hide. It 
is the most pure form of offering and it was in those instances that we formed 
connections, those spaces provided the fire to weld and forge our bonds. This type of 
intangible feeling is difficult to write about and even more difficult to talk about but it 
was felt, it was sensed. I saw it when we nodded and leaned into each other which we did 
often. As if we needed to be closer physically to mirror our growing emotional closeness.  
 This study also revealed a great deal about my own tendencies, internal narrative 
and leadership capacity. I thought that one of my strengths was to be vulnerable and to 
put myself out there in a very open way. What I found was that, creating the space and 
simply holding the intention for others to join was equally as powerful. I set the 
expectation for how we would share, but it was not I who modeled this behavior or gave 
instructions or guided the topics of discussion. The group went where it wanted to when 
it wanted to and self-corrected when they went too far away from wherever it was they 
were decided to go at that moment. As a conversation about shared cultural norms nearly 
deviated to a conversation about why white women were missing from the conversation 
and our group, but without prompt the group re-directed itself. I learned that golden 
Oreos (sweets) are much preferred to chips and salsa (salty) and everyone loves a home 
cooked meal; our final meeting I cooked for the group and it was the first time we had no 
leftovers. Most importantly, I learned how sometimes the best leadership is letting others 
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know how much you believe in them and allowing them the space to come into their 
own. Perhaps, as I reflect now on that statement, the greatest implication for leadership 
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Dear ____________________,  
 
You are officially invited to participate in my research study: An exploration of the 
intersection of fat+wom*n+leadership. When conducting research searches, the asterisk 
allows one to search for both woman (singular) and women (plural).  Similarly, this 
research study attempts to collect individual experiences in order to see if a shared 
perspective or way of being exists for the collective community of women who identify 
as fat.  The asterisk is a symbol for the inquiry of both the individual and the collective 
simultaneously.   
 
Your participation in this study consists of two separate data collection methods. First is a 
30-60 minute individual interview pre- and post- group sessions. Individual interviews 
will cover the following topics:  
6.   What  does  it  mean  to  be  a  woman  who  identifies  as  fat?  
7.   What  does  it  mean  to  me  to  be  a  woman  who  identifies  as  fat?    
8.   How  have  others  contributed  to  my  understanding  of  what  it  means  to  be  a  fat  woman?    
9.   What  does  it  mean  to  be  in  community  with  other  fat  women?    
10.  What  is  my  role  in  the  empowerment  of  fat  women?    
Second  is  participation  in  approximately  (8)  90-­minute  group  sessions  taking  place  over  the  
months  of  October  2015-­  January  2016.  Group  sessions  will  collectively  explore  the  
aforementioned  topics  as  well  as  other  topics  deemed  relevant  by  the  collective.  With  the  
exception  of  the  final  group  sessions,  groups  will  be  divided  into  three-­parts:    
I.   Discussion  of  given  topic  
II.   Group  analysis  of  group  dynamic  during  topic  discussion  
III.   Group  reflection  and  processing    
The  final  group  sessions  will  be  dedicated  solely  to  developing  and  confirming  themes  relevant  to  
the  experiences  of  the  group  as  a  means  to  add  authored  meaning  to  women  leaders  who  
identify  as  fat.    
  
If you are willing and able to participate, please begin by filling out the demographic data 
survey (here).  At the close of the survey you will be asked the best days and times for 
your interview.  I will follow-up via email to confirm a specific date and time as well as 
to provide you with a consent form for you to review and sign.  If you know of other 
women who may be interested in participating in the study, please feel free to forward 
them this email. Participants must:  
•   Be age 18+ 
•   Identify as women 
•   Identify as fat  
•   Be physically able to attend (8) group sessions in San Diego area 
 
If you have any questions prior to our meeting, feel free to contact me via email 
(jjwilliams@sandiego.edu) or cell (770) 280-7740.  Thank you again for your interest in 
this study I look forward to learning more about your story and beginning this work 










  FAT+WOM*N+LEADERSHIP 
Call for Participants 
 
Come take part in a study aimed at 
exploring the intersection of fatness, 
womanhood, and the practice of 
leadership. Participants will get to co-
collaborate in research analysis and 
will receive a $25 gift card as 
compensation. For more information: 
JJWILLIAMS@SANDIEGO.EDU 
ARE YOU:  
 AN 18+ WOMAN WHO 
IDENTIFIES AS FAT?  
 LOCATED IN THE SAN 
DIEGO AREA? 
 INTERESTED IN BEING PART 
OF A COMMUNITY OF 









Individual Interview Guide (pre- and post-)  
 
Sample interview questions include:  
 
1.   What is/are your most salient identities?  
a.   Where does “fatness” fall in how you identify yourself?  
2.   What does it mean to be a woman who identifies as “fat”? 
a.   If not “fat”, how do you prefer to identify yourself in terms of your 
physical appearance?  
b.   If not “fat”, why were you drawn to participate in this study?  
c.   Are there names/labels that you do not like to be called? 
i.     Why?  
3.   What are your experiences with the label “fat”?   
4.   What role do you feel society plays in body labeling?  
5.   How have others contributed to your understanding of what it means to be “fat”?  
a.   Who, specifically?  
6.   Have you ever been part of a group or community of other “fat” women?  
a.   Please describe your experience.  
7.   If not specifically mentioned, what was the purpose of the group/community?  
a.   Do you feel any specific responsibilities for the fat community?  
i.   Do you feel any specific responsibilities for the fat woman 
community?  
b.   How do you see your role in the empowerment of fat women?  
8.   Would you describe yourself as a leader in that group or in any other groups?  
a.   In what spaces do you feel comfortable leading?  
9.   How has being fat affected your leadership?  
a.   How do you make meaning of the role your body has played in your 
practice of leadership?  
10.  In your opinion, can fat women be effective leaders?  
a.   What are assumptions you think people make about fat women leaders?  
b.   What are assumptions others have made about you as a fat woman leader?  
11.   What do you hope to gain (and for post- what do you believe you have gained) as 
a result of your participation in this group?  
12.  How do you think it will affect you as an individual/How has your participation 
affected you individually?  









Research Participant Consent Form 
 
For the research study entitled: 
An exploration of the intersection of fat, wom*n, and leadership 
 
I. Purpose of the research study 
The purpose of this study is to collaboratively explore experiences and processes of a group of 
women who identify as fat, to engage in systematic collaborative and critical self-inquiry with the 
goal of better understanding who we are both individually and collectively and to explore how 
this intersectional identity and its development poses implications for leadership. 
 
II. What you will be asked to do 
Your participation in this study would include (2) individual 60-minute interviews as well 
as (8) 90-minute group sessions.  During both interviews and group sessions we would 
discuss the following topics:  
1.   What  does  it  mean  to  be  a  woman  who  identifies  as  fat?  
2.   What  does  it  mean  to  me  to  be  a  woman  who  identifies  as  fat?    
3.   How  have  others  contributed  to  my  understanding  of  what  it  means  to  be  a  fat  woman?    
4.   What  does  it  mean  to  be  in  community  with  other  fat  women?    
5.   What  is  my  role  in  the  empowerment  of  fat  women?    
 
III. Foreseeable risks or discomforts 
Sometimes when people are asked to think about their feelings, they feel sad or 
anxious. If you would like to talk to someone about your feelings at any time, you 
can call toll-free, 24 hours a day:  
San Diego Mental Health Hotline at 1-800-479-3339 
 
IV. Benefits 
While there may be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the indirect 
benefit of participating will be contributing to the emerging body of research about fat 
women in leadership capacities.   
 
V. Confidentiality 
Any information provided and/or identifying records will remain confidential and kept in 
a locked file and/or password-protected computer file in the researcher’s office for a 
minimum of five years. All data collected from you will be coded with a number or 
pseudonym (fake name). Your real name will not be used. The results of this research 
project may be made public and information quoted in professional journals and 




Participants will be given a $25 gift certificate to City Chic plus-size clothing boutique.   
 
VII. Voluntary Nature of this Research 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You do not have to do this, and you 
can refuse to answer any question or quit at any time. Deciding not to participate or not 
answering any of the questions will have no effect on any benefits you’re entitled to, like 
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your health care, or your employment or grades. You can withdraw from this study at 
any time without penalty. 
 
 
VIII. Contact Information 
If you have any questions about this research, you may contact: 
 




I have read and understand this form, and consent to the research it describes to 
me. I have received a copy of this consent form for my records. 
 
 
Signature of Participant     Date 
 
Name of Participant (Printed) 
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 Comments	  about	  weight	  by	  others	   JUDGMENT	   External	  Overt	  judgment	  or	  criticism	   JUDGMENT	   External	  Perceived	  judgment	  or	  criticism	   JUDGEMENT	   External	  Unsupportive	  partners	   JUDGEMENT	   External	  Communities	  of	  fat	  women	   COMMUNITY	   External	  Women's	  organizations	   COMMUNITY	   External	  Overt	  judgments	  based	  on	  clothing	   APPEARANCE	   External	  Overt	  judgments	  based	  on	  size	  	   APPEARANCE	   External	  Fatblindness	   ACKNOWLEDGEMENT	   External	  Confusion	  of	  "thin"	  people	  at	  participant	  self-­‐‑confidence	   UNDERSTANDING	   External	  Formal	  Authority	   ACKNOWLEDGEMENT	   External	  	  Sororities	   COMMUNITY	   External	  	  Extreme	  dieting	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Over-­‐‑exercising	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Bulimia	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Yo-­‐‑yo	  dieting	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Having	  to	  dress	  well	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Not	  being	  fat	  in	  hindsight	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	  Different	  standards	  of	  beauty	  for	  self	  and	  others	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	  Internalized	  unhealthy	  weight	  attitudes	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	  Internalized	  fat	  bias	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	  Isolation	  in	  white	  spaces	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	  Intentionally	  disconnecting	  from	  conversation	   SHAME	   Internal	  Intentionally	  disconnecting	  from	  task	   SHAME	   Internal	  Intentionally	  disconnecting	  from	  role	   SHAME	   Internal	  Self-­‐‑depreciation	   APPEARANCE	   Internal	  Not	  speaking	  up	  for	  self	   SHAME	   Internal	  Need	  for	  acknowledgement	  of	  self	  by	  others	   ACKNOWLEDGEMENT	   Internal	  Internal	  negative	  self	  talk	   THOUGHTS	  OF	  SELF	   Internal	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